Transcript of Audio Interview with Mr. Joe Irwin by (author) et al.
Joe Irwin interview 
by V i and Gene Kowalchuk 
V i Kowalchuk: A Joe Irwin of Rochester, Alberta, is being conducted by V i 
Kowalchuk and Gene uh on behalf of the Athabasca Historical Society and is being 
recorded on January the 8th, 1988. Okay, Mr. Joe Irwin, what is your full name? 
Irwin: Joseph William Irwin. 
V i Kowalchuk: A l l right, and of course you're living in Rochester right now. 
Where were you born, Joe? 
Irwin: I was born on Sea Island i i^^ujns in Sea Island out in Vancouver. In fact, 
where they went and they west end which is now the Vancouver International 
Airport. 
V i Kowalchuk: Mm. Okay, your father's name, and if you want to give us his 
occupation. 
Irwin: Dad's name was Robert Irwin. He had a dairy farm on Sea Island, and he 
later moved in 1908 or 1908, yes, to Alberta, and had a place called Vulcan! in 
southern Alberta and homesteaded there and later bought land and the family still 
live there in that area. 
V i Kowalchuk: You've seen Sea Island, have you heard of Sea Island, Gene, have 
you? And your mother's name and occupation? Now we want I suppose her 
marriage . . . and what was her maiden name? 
Irwin: My mother's name is Marion. Her maiden name was Marshall. (Coughs) 
V i Kowalchuk: Marshall. A l l right, was she did she have an occupation other than 
housewife? 
Irwin: No. 
V i Kowalchuk: Okay, can you tell me a little bit about your family's background. 
Irwin: Well , dad came out to, he and three of his brothers from Ireland in the 
1880s, I guess it was, and then uh Ted and my brother, or he's not his brother, Tom 
came out to Vancouver uh at the time of the building on the railroad there, and uh 
dad bought land and uh and uh had a dairy farm as I say on Sea Island, and my 
brother, my ? Tom was on the Police Force in Vancouver and was later headed for 
the Detective Force in Vancouver. 
V i Kowalchuk: Goodness sake, okay, so tell us now again when you came to this 
area. 
Irwin: Well , I first came to this area in 1933 with the Schumakar boys flying an 
airplane that they had at that time and came to Athabasca to put on a parachute 
jump on the first of July celebration. 
V i Kowalchuk: Oh yes, that used to be a big thing. July 1st was a big thing years 
ago. 
Irwin: Oh yes, and the trouble was that I was to do the parachute jump and Herb 
was to fly the airplane. The only thing was he didn't have a license. So didn't have 
a parachute jump, but I flew the airplane that summer in this area around here and 
the following year I came back up on the first of July with a and then through the 
area here with a parachute jumper from Calgary by the name of George Ward and 
we put a jump on the first of July in '34 in Athabasca and then worked this area then 
during the summer and uh also on southern Alberta later on in the fall of the year 
we were down there experimenting with grasshopper bait spreading equipment 
with the airplane which never came to fusion because of the government's tight fist 
with funds and that could do any of the work after we had spent all the money doing 
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hellraises with the airplane. However, I went east then in '35 with an airplane that 
was built in Edmonton and I worked on it that summer and later took it flew it down 
to Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario and worked with the Ontario forestry there in the 
summer then of 1936 and came back here in 1936 to Calling Lake and not Sir 
Macintosh but the Robin airplane and we started flying service in the area there 
through that? of 1939. 
V i Kowalchuk: Mmhm. I was just going to interrupt here. I don't think I asked 
you when you were born and I should have. 
Irwin: I was born the 25th of October, 1907. 
V i Kowalchuk: 1907, and how old were you when you came to this area the first 
time? You came in what 1933 you said. 26, eh, yeah? I was also going to ask you 
did you what connection did you have? How did you find out or did the 
Macintosh's find out about you? You said there was some connection, o r . . . 
I rwin: Incidentally, Maclntoshs unfortunately is gone now and I believe most of 
the data with him. I had some of it at one time but Mac is a very early connection 
with, indirectly, with aviation in Alberta. 
V i Kowalchuk: Yes. 
Irwin: And I was always interested in airplanes and also shipped the first fresh fish 
that were ever exported out of west of Winnipeg to the States. 
V i Kowalchuk: Is that right? 
Irwin: And this was done in the earlier days. Another person if he is still with us 
the only one that I know of who might be still around—Carl Carlson. He was the 
last that I knew in the in the uh Extendicare or the home in Athabasca. 
V i Kowalchuk: In Athabasca, yes. 
Irwin: And I had talked with Carl to see if he had some pictures of the early days 
when they first started to bring the fish out to, I'm speaking now of in the winter 
time. In the summer, they used to export from Slave Lake and so on and ship 
freight. But in the winter, of course, in the winter there were no roads that time in 
the summer time and Mac was the one who started it from there in the winter. And 
that was about 1927 or 28 and Carl told me that he thought he had some pictures. 
V i Kowalchuk: I ' l l have to check into that. 
Irwin: But uh the last time I was at Carl's place years ago, if he could find them he 
would be a miracle because . . . 
V i Kowalchuk: Is that right, yeah? 
Irwin: Everything was quite a jumble at Carl's place. But he was one of the guys. 
He and Fred Hunterwood and Mont Patrick who are of course gone now and Tom 
Yanifk were all on the haul as he did cabooses to Athabasca and they transfer then 
to the train. 
V i Kowalchuk: He did cabooses with the horses and all. 
Irwin: With the horses, in the wintertime. 
V i Kowalchuk: So how did he, how did you get in touch with him? 
Irwin: I got in touch with Mac was through Colonel Burwash. 
V i Kowalchuk: Colonel Burwash. 
Irwin: . . . who was in charge of the single bar in Edmonton at that time. And Mac, 
of course, knew Burwash and it was Burwash who looked me up. He was . . . I 
could tell you quite a story on that. 
V i Kowalchuk: Go ahead, go ahead. We'd like to hear it. No, go ahead, or is i t . . . 
does it have to be censored? 
Irwin: However, there's a book on the market that tells some of this stuff which is 
not entirely accurate. I think Mac would roll over in his grave if he heard it. 
V i Kowalchuk: Is that right? 
Irwin: However, . . . 
Gene Kowalchuk: What's the name of the book? 
Irwin: It's called Walking on Air. 
V i Kowalchuk: Really. 
Irwin: Incidentally, it's a type of air that has passed. However, I came out here in 
that winter and for the fish and then when I went East we had intended going to into 
Ontario. You can buy a lake in Ontario and in Quebec and could at that time to be 
closer to New York and Chicago and Montreal market of course. But this deal fell 
through at the time mainly on the account of the War and then after the War we 
again tried to revive the thing but we found the the Quebec natives in the remote 
areas. Can you shut that off a second? 
V i Kowalchuk: Okay. Stop. Okay, I wanted to ask you where did you learn to fly? 
Irwin: I learned to fly in Calgary in the old Great Western Airways starting in 
August of 1929 which it was operated by the Six Brewery owned the outfit or 
capitalized it. And the instructors at that time or the chaps running it were Freddy 
McCal l who was . . . in the First World War. And old Jock Tommer. Jock was the 
original one of the or ig ina l . . . in Alberta. He and a chap went in the fishing wars 
had an airplane in the 1920 in southern Alberta. In fact, I had my first airplane ride 
with Jock years before I started flying. And the two instructors that we had mainly 
were G i l l McClaren and Archie McMullen. Archie passed away just a couple or 
three years ago, but G i l l is retired out of. He was one of the or ig ina l . . . with the 
TransCanada Airlines which later became Ai r Canada and then Canadian and uh 
G i l l was living out in Vancouver where he is now. And at that time there weren't 
too many people flying in the country and to give you an idea in those days, fifty 
hours was a commercial license was required solo to have a commercial license. 
V i Kowalchuk: Is that right? 
Irwin: And G i l l at that time, when we started flying there, he and Archie both were 
in the next group ahead of us going through and G i l l had 63 hours and Archie had 
71. He was quite a . . . 
V i Kowalchuk: How large a group did you have at one time? 
Irwin: Well , there were eleven of us at the time I was there and Phil Lucas and I 
went through it together or at the same time. And Archie McMullen, the veteran 
instructor, in 1929 in September he went down east and picked up an airplane there 
and had gotten a job with the old Commercial Airways which was the first flying 
service out of Edmonton, Siebacher, and Wapman. 
V i Kowalchuk: Oh, Wapman, famous . . . 
Irwin: Yes, he is quite famous and no doubt you have seen the heroic flight 
depicted in the Grandit Memorial flight a year or so ago that opened airplane in the 
bitter bitter cold that he made to Fort Vermillion. 
V i Kowalchuk: Do you remember that Gene? 
Irwin: In the same area that is in is where I was flying in 1934, not one flight but 
every day with the same kind of open airplane. 
V i Kowalchuk: Excuse me, you used the term barnstorming, explain that. 
Irwin: Barnstorming is about the country their affairs or anything that was going 
on and carrying passengers, and we usually, well we had there were about three to 
four on one occasion we had a group of eleven airplanes and were going to go 
across Canada doing this, but the secretary abscdded with the funds before we got 
through Alberta, s o . . . 
V i Kowalchuk: Who owned this fleet of airplanes? 
Irwin: Well , they were owned individually, you see. I have a picture, I ' l l show 
you. That was in 1931. 
V i Kowalchuk: Is that right? Uh huh. 
Irwin: And I forget now where I left off here. Oh yeah, Archie came up here with 
Commercial Airways in Wapman of course was with Canadian Airways which later 
took over Commercial Airways and it was ? that I was working for and o r . . . areas 
superintendent of at the time . . . to fly for them in 1943. And from then on I was in 
the north. I was based for a year and a half in Yellowknife and then Prince Albert 
for part of the time. My route was down the Mackenzie River and the Arctic Coast 
(phone rings in background)... 
V i Kowalchuk: Just stop that for a minute. I wanted to ask you something. You 
were 26 when you left the Island. Were you married at that time? 
Irwin: No, I came to Alberta as ten months old with my folks. 
V i Kowalchuk: No, but when you were . . . 
Irwin: When I came from Sea Island you say? 
V i Kowalchuk: Sea Island, yeah. 
Irwin: No, dad brought the family out in the spring of 1908. I was ten months old. 
V i Kowalchuk: Here to Alberta? 
Irwin: Mmhm, to Alberta and then we were down in Vulcan. 
V i Kowalchuk: Yeah. 
Irwin: And then I had worked on the farm there and at home until 19281 started 
flying. 
V i Kowalchuk: Okay. 
Irwin: And then I came north here in 1933. 
V i Kowalchuk: So, but you when you when you were flying when you left home to 
fly you weren't married at that time? 
Irwin: No. 
V i Kowalchuk: What did your family think of you leaving like this to fly? 
Irwin: Dad was very enthused with the idea but in those times it was considered a 
crazy occupation in the first place, and they're probably right. 
V i Kowalchuk: I would think so. Yes, I would think so. So, your mother wasn't 
too happy. 
Irwin: Mother was she thought it was a good idea. It was something forward 
looking and so on, and my Aunt Maggy particularly was very very enthused with 
the whole deal and she was very keen on the idea and always insisted that you 
watch Minnie was called Marion was her name, you watch Minnie. But we find the 
nail, you see, which of course didn' t . . . unfortunately, Aunt Maggie had died 
before that time and but dad, well he never really approved of the idea. He lived on 
the farm of course and Phil's dad was of the same opinion and uh so we weren't 
getting a great deal of support. 
V i Kowalchuk: Did you have brothers or sisters, Joe? 
Irwin: Yes, I had two brothers and a sister older and two brothers and a sister 
younger. 
V i Kowalchuk: Is that right? So you're a large family. No other pilots in your 
family? 
Irwin: No. 
Gene Kowalchuk: It probably paid better than most other jobs, too. 
V i Kowalchuk: I was going to ask you . . . 
Irwin: Not in those times. First job I had fine. December of 19321 flew for a father 
who had a . . . the airplane that I brought to Athabasca. I flew it that summer before 
for Hayden . . . Scotty Love. And I was getting uh working in the garage as well 
when trying to do or I worked in the front end in the garage or in the shop or 
whatever, and I got $75 a month for my board and then all the maintenance that 
went through it as well and worked in the garage in my spare time, so it wasn't a 
very high-paying operation. Of course, in those times, nothing was paying. 
Gene Kowalchuk: Well , I was going to say, how did that compare to say farm 
labour or the sawmill. 
Irwin: Farm labour $5 a month and your board, 10 bucks in the summertime. 
Gene Kowalchuk: 75 was pretty good money. 
Irwin: 75 was comparatively good money, yes. 
Gene Kowalchuk: Did you do it probably more for the adventure than for the 
money? 
Irwin: Well , it was more the adventure than the money, I guess, you could say, was 
probably . . . This here tour . . . 
V i Kowalchuk: But that paid better than the barnstorming, I suppose, did it? What 
would you have gotten for something like that? 
Irwin: Well , on the whole at 75 a month and board would have looked good to 
some of the barnstorming. 
V i Kowalchuk: Well , what did you get for barnstorming. 
Irwin: I had to struggle to get gas enough to go from one town to another. 
V i Kowalchuk: Is that right? You can't give us a figure. What would you have 
gotten in those days when you were . . . 
Irwin: Oh, I well, whatever you had you spent, so I couldn't say. We used to make 
sometimes at the odd fair, even, that are big well then a cow would eat your fly your 
airplane or something and you . . . We didn't make any ? I can assure. (There is a 
lot of laughing here which is very distracting. Can't make out what's being said.) 
V i Kowalchuk: Oh dear, all right. Now where do we want to go? Oh yes, I was 
going to ask you, there is a connection, is it through marriage, with Maclntoshs and 
you people? Would you explain that, please. 
Irwin: I married Mac's daughter, Jean. 
V i Kowalchuk: You married Macintosh's daughter, Jean. 
Irwin: In 1937. 
V i Kowalchuk: 1937. And you had some family? 
Irwin: We had a boy and a girl. The boy was killed in New Zealand in 1961 doing 
propdashing down there. He also was fined. 
V i Kowalchuk: Was he? 
Irwin: And my daughter is still in Calgary. She teaches school down there. 
V i Kowalchuk: Oh, is that right. Mmhm. Okay, uh, now maybe I should just shut 
that off a minute, dear, because I've got to think a minute. Well , let's get back to 
Macintosh's and this flying. I want to hear a little more about how long you stayed 
in the Athabasca area and how long you worked for Macintosh? 
Irwin: Well , I worked for Mac. I flew the airplane there. We formed an outfit 
together at Calling Lake area and we operated all through that area through to, well, 
we'd just do a lot of work for the Wabasca Mission who is quite a big establishment 
even in those times, and flying children into the school and transferring their stuff 
in and out because there was no winter road in there or no summer road at that time. 
And also trappers and so on up into the Birch Mountains up in north and east of 
McMurray or northwest rather of McMurray and Arctic Red River and Fort 
Vermillion. And whatever there was to do. And we made fair going on it. Well 
then of course with the beginning of the War, they cut off the gas for private 
airplanes and then that was when I went with Canadian Airways. Well , then in the 
winter of 1940, a fellow named Walter Kebalm went in to fly the airplane because it 
being food product, fish, you see, they had given relevant quantities of gas for that 
purpose. And Walter was went in there to fly the airplane and he was killed and 
crashed the airplane in the Pelican Mountains in January of that year and that was 
the wind up of the year. 
V i Kowalchuk: Is that right? So after that then did you after that what happened? 
Where did you work? 
Irwin: Well , I was at that time was working for Canadian Airways, you see. I was 
flying for them and Walter went in to fly the airplane for them. 
Gene Kowalchuk: Canadian Airlines, as we know it now—the passenger service, 
is not the same Canadian as you're talking about. 
Irwin: Mmhm. 
Gene Kowalchuk: It is? Because i f . . . 
I rwin: Canadian Airways in 1941, in '42 actually it was finally summated. It 
became Canadian Pacific Airlines. You see, Canadian Pacific Railroads bought all 
these small outfits across Canada to make a transCanadian hookup and it was all 
formed into Canadian Pacific Airlines. Well , then Pacific Western Airlines was 
formed by Russ Baker and Dick Ledman started that, and it became quite an 
establishment and quite a sizeable, good outfit, and they'd sold their some bunch of 
airplanes and wound up with a flock of cash on hand so that the consequence was 
that the mouse ate the elephant and they bought Canadian Pacific Airlines out. 
They were anxious to get rid of the flying service anyway and P W A bought 
Canadian Pacific Airlines operation and it is now known as CanadiAn, but you'll 
notice how the CanadiAn is spelled which is another thing that sticks in the ? you 
know why. 
V i Kowalchuk: Yes, so in total how many years would you did you spend flying 
the fish out of that area? 
Irwin: I was in there from 1934 until 1940, six years. 
V i Kowalchuk: Six years, okay. 
Gene Kowalchuk: Where did they fly the fish to? 
Irwin: Well , we used to the river we used to go into the river occasionally when it 
was decent in the summertime on floats. 
Gene Kowalchuk: To Athabasca? 
Irwin: Yeah, into Athabasca. But in the winter time we landed, I believe it was 
Oscar Crawford's field out west of town about two miles on the north side of the 
highway just about two miles west of town, and then into . . . quite a bit, from 
Whitefish Lake and some other lakes over there depending on where we were 
fishing, from Moose Lake or uh what's it called, what's the proper name? 
Gene Kowalchuk: From Calling Lake or farther north? 
Irwin: No, we flew into Smith to Merit landing. 
Gene Kowalchuk: Fawcett Lake. 
Irwin: Fawcett Lake, yeah, yeah. Everyone called it Moose Lake, I believe even 
now. And we flew fish out of there. 
Gene Kowalchuk: So, you flew fish winter and summer. 
Irwin: Oh yes, yes after we got the Robin we didn't. This was on skis then they had 
floats in the summertime with the Robin, but prior to that to 1936 we didn't. 
Gene Kowalchuk: So you flew supplies in and flew fish out type of thing or you 
had pay load going both ways. 
Irwin: Yeah, that's right. 
V i Kowalchuk: How large a load of fish, could you have any idea of the 
amount.. . 
Irwin: Legally, 700; illegally, what we used to fly 950. 
V i Kowalchuk: Really. Was that not a dangerous thing to do with those small 
planes? 
Irwin: Uh, the airplanes would do a little different than they are now, too, and the 
old gal seemed to take it pretty good. 
V i Kowalchuk: Can you remember some close calls or any exciting things that 
happened to you? 
Irwin: Anything to do in flying is exciting, close calls you don't talk about. . . 
V i Kowalchuk: Is that right, you do eh? 
Gene Kowalchuk: Isn't there a story around that Joe Irwin landed the plane on one 
ski one time? 
Irwin: Well , that happened at times. 
V i Kowalchuk: You must have been quite a dare devil, actually. 
Irwin: That's choice. 
V i Kowalchuk: I suppose, but you know, you have to be pretty pretty brave in 
those days. 
Irwin: Well , things have changed a lot since those times, too, and there a lot of 
things that we used to do and had to do in those days if people wouldn't do them 
now. 
V i Kowalchuk: Wouldn't think of doing them now. 
Irwin: You couldn't get them to. Such as, for instance, they were the only hangar 
because I know when we had the Robin there up until the well the advent of the 
War practically, there was no hangar in in Edmund except the one, you know, 
number one hangar. And, of course, in those times, there were no airports north. 
You see, it was all skis in the winter time and floats in the summer, and then there 
was an in-between period in the fall and the spring for about six weeks when you 
done your maintenance work. And in order to get into the hangar to do this, there 
were dozens of airplanes around—MacKenzie Ai r Service, and . . . , and all these 
outfits around, and you had to have an appointment, and you always stayed by your 
appointment. If you had . . . to do or something . . . work that you had to have heat, 
you see, you had to make an appointment for the hangar and take your turn when 
you could get in. And then you had to dismantle. You couldn't unless it was dire 
circumstances to get the whole airplane in, you see, and you worked outside all the 
time. Hell , you'd change an engine out in the middle of the lake at 40 below 0, you 
don't think nothing of it. You try and hire somebody to do that now. 
V i Kowalchuk: And it was cold in those days, it seems, wasn't it? That 
temperature . . . uh so this north this north country in northern Alberta it was either 
water or plain, wasn't it, to travel and to and to get supplies in and out of there. 
Irwin: Oh yes, yes, that's right, until comparatively recent years when railroads 
come in except in the winter time. 
V i Kowalchuk: Right, well yes, that's right. In the winter time, yeah. 
Gene Kowalchuk: So among bush pilots, you're a pioneer. 
Irwin: Well , I was one of the first ones. 
V i Kowalchuk: By the way, is the Aviation Hall of Fame in Edmonton? 
Irwin: The least said, the better. 
V i Kowalchuk: But it is is it is it in Edmonton? 
Irwin: Mmhm, it's in Edmonton in the Convention centre. 
V i Kowalchuk: Oh, it is. I see. 
Gene Kowalchuk: You mentioned the names Schumakar and uh Dave Kierre. Did 
they do some flying as a business. 
Irwin: Art Schumakar had an airplane at Baptiste Lake in the later years after the 
War and Herb Schumakar, the other brother, is down at Milletg, but Herb ho Horb 
never flew. Art. 
V i Kowalchuk: Art, that's Muriel's husband, is it not? 
Irwin: That's Muriel's husband, yes. 
V i Kowalchuk: And he was killed in an airplane. 
Irwin: No, I believe Art died of cancer. 
V i Kowalchuk: Didn't Art die at somewhere at Paxon in, I know you're thinking of 
Earl Wright, no, no, no, but I thought he was flying somebody and had an accident. 
Irwin: No, no. 
V i Kowalchuk: It wasn't Art Schumakar, it wasn't eh. 
Irwin: No, not Art. 
V i Kowalchuk: Oh, I'm mistaken then. 
Irwin: No, Art died of cancer, I'm pretty sure. Art was quite an ingenious chap by 
the way. 
V i Kowalchuk: He was, eh. 
Irwin: Yes he was. 
V i Kowalchuk: In what way? 
Irwin: Well , improvising like we used to . . . carried over or rubbed off on him a 
little I guess. Art on one occasion, I might have a picture of that, I don't know. 
V i Kowalchuk: Is that right, we'l l look through those in a minute. 
Irwin: On one occasion, speaking of floats and skis, of course, all of the the except 
terminal stuff even now is floats or skis in the north and uh Art ran out of gas just 
west of Chard up here and he landed behind a beaver dam and so then he, now he's 
down, he's got no airplane anymore, so he had to get it out of there and he went in 
there, he and an Indian from Chard, and they cut beyond the beaver dam, you see, 
cut him corduroyed with green poplar. 
V i Kowalchuk: Oh my goodness. 
Irwin: Because there was not enough wire to take off in but there was enough to 
get on the step as they call it or he figured he had enough. So they worked there for 
several weeks during this corduroying and uh, in fact, C P A at that time was running 
was right on the route between Edmonton and Peace River or shortly just to the east 
of it, and they used to take jog out that way to show their passengers this airplane 
landed behind in behind the beaver dam where there was actually water, you see, 
and this clown figured he was going to take it out of there, and by God, he did take 
it out, too. 
V i Kowalchuk: My goodness. 
Irwin: He went in, the two of them went in, packed in five gallons of gas, just 
minimum gas to get to Chard, you see, and the Indian walked out and Art, now I've 
heard this story dozens of times, guys , . . . tight squeezes ahead, you know how they 
tie the airplane up to a tree and then had a guy chop a rope, well that's the only time 
that I know of authetically that this was done because in water it moves very readily 
and you're losing ground a lot until you get opened up full power and this is what 
he done, and the Indian chopped the rope and Art was off, off to Chard, and he took 
the damn airplane out of there too. 
V i Kowalchuk: I'm not quite sure I see the picture with this tree in tieing this. I 
don't quite understand that bu t . . . 
Irwin: Because, you see you're using up area that you've got to take off in. If 
you're just taking over even air it wil l move in the water, you see, on floats so you 
can move very readily. So he tied it up, put it right back to the end of the water, and 
then tied it to a tree and then till he got in and got the throttle open wide open full 
power on and then the Indian chopped the tree. 
V i Kowalchuk: Isn't that interesting. Speaking of the Indian, I suppose you had 
quite a bit of contact with the Natives or Metis people up north. 
Irwin: Oh yes, yes. 
V i Kowalchuk: What kind of dealings did you have with them? What did you . . . 
Irwin: Metis and the Indians? Indians . . . the old the old time Indians back were 
good, very very good. 
V i Kowalchuk: Uh huh. 
Irwin: One thing that Mac told me when I went to I was greened to the country and 
one thing and another and one remark that he made to me that any of the old 
Indians, the older Indians that you could pretty well take their word for anything. 
They would do what they said they would do. But as he put it, any of them rascals 
that's been to a Mission school, keep an eye on them. 
V i Kowalchuk: Is that right, is that right. 
Irwin: And it's pretty true. 
V i Kowalchuk: So the Mission school would have been done by by some nuns or 
churches. 
Irwin: The Anglican church had a mission school at north Wabasca and the 
Catholic church had the big mission at south Wabasca. 
V i Kowalchuk: Oh, I see. 
Irwin: That, uh, we were dealing with at that time, and then, of course, 
headquarters was at Gruard and . . . 
V i Kowalchuk: Oh yes, would there have been any white, there would have been 
very few if any white children at the mission. 
Irwin: Oh, just an odd one, yeah, but not attending this well, I guess they attended 
the school, too, but particularly in the Anglican mission I never was really through 
the Catholic mission, but that was that was quite a set up, you know. The kids do 
all the work in their families. The Native people, you know, are quite 
family-oriented. 
V i Kowalchuk: Yes, yes, yes. 
Irwin: And uh, they they used to come over like the children, they'd bring the 
children to school. In fact that was most of our our a good deal of our work was 
gathering up these kids who had from the people who would go out on the trapline, 
you see, they would take the kids with them, and unless they were in school and 
booked in while they weren't getting the . . . for feeding, clothing and educating the 
children, you see, so we would fly around and gather them up. And they uh, I used 
to think this was quite a . . . 
V i Kowalchuk: What attitude did you find with the ch, what kind of an attitude did 
the children have themselves? Did they resent having to go there? Were they quite 
looking forward to being at the . . . 
Irwin: The children were sort of torn between the two if you know what I mean. 
V i Kowalchuk: Yes, I would imagine. 
Irwin: As I say, the Native people are very family-oriented, or in those times were. 
I haven't had too much contact with them lately. And where they the parents were 
the children wanted to be and vice versa so the result was that when these people 
were in at the when the children were in the school and the parents were in, they 
had to have something to eat so they worked in the sawmill or they had a mill and 
they had everything. It was a self-contained outfit. 
V i Kowalchuk: Is that right. 
Irwin: And the kids used to do the fishing and everything else, they'd run the 
bakery and try to milk the cows and everything else, and a little tea and a little salt 
to the parents for what help they got from them and they made a pretty good set up, 
but they didn't bring much in off the trapline. 
V i Kowalchuk: They still lived off the land, the Native people at that time to a 
great extent, didn't they. 
Irwin: Yes, that's right, that's right. 
Gene Kowalchuk: Going back to Macintosh, do you why, why did he go up to 
Calling Lake? Did he have a plane before he went up there. 
Irwin: No he didn't. Mac came up here in 1913,1 believe it was when the Lake La 
Biche River was built. He came up too with him. He was in Montanna. He and 
Charley Russell, the cowboy artist. 
V i Kowalchuk: Really? 
Irwin: Had homesteads together at Chester, Montanna, and they had a mail 
contract up to uh there were mines, gold mines and copper mines up in the hills 
north of there and they had pack horses and stuff and they were working in there in 
the mail contract. And then and horses in general and freight. So when the La 
Biche railroad was started, he came up with a bunch of horses and stuff and worked 
on the La Biche railroad. 
V i Kowalchuk: And ended up at Calling Lake. 
Irwin: And then he wound up at Calling Lake. And Mac was he was too damn 
civilized . . . Athabasca had to get the hell away from it so that's why he went to 
Calling Lake. 
V i Kowalchuk: Went as far away from the town as he could, eh. 
Gene Kowalchuk: So, he was a fish buyer. 
V i Kowalchuk: He had the store. 
Gene Kowalchuk: And fur buyer, too. 
Irwin: Yes, he had a store there. He bought fur there. 
Gene Kowalchuk: He bought furs, too. 
V i Kowalchuk: Oh yes. 
Irwin: Oh yeah, and they were the store there and then the Days came in. Days had 
a store. 
V i Kowalchuk: Oh yes, that's Buffalo B i l l days. 
Gene Kowalchuk: Was there any relationship between Macintoshes and the Days. 
Irwin: Jesus, no. There opposite of a relationship. 
V i Kowalchuk: Is that right. 
Irwin: Well , it never. . . wild or anything, but there certainly weren't. 
V i Kowalchuk: Well , Mr . Mclntyre really uh had a good or Mr. Macintosh had a 
good thing going there. I mean he provided the people with a good service. 
Irwin: Oh yes. Well , they made out. They didn't make a fortune but he, and this 
was very much resented by uh a lot of the people, you see, and of course, anyone 
who had a dollar in those days had to be crooked, you know. 
V i Kowalchuk: Is that right. 
Irwin: This was the attitude, and you were stealing if you made . . . for instance,.. 
. they came there from around Gimley, see of Winnipeg used to fish there, and furs 
and all that, and this was uh Mac was making a fast buck and it was a new thing, 
you see. 
V i Kowalchuk: New thing, certainly. 
Irwin: He was the only guy doing it and some people resented it. 
V i Kowalchuk: Some people resented it, of course. 
Irwin: And he was stealing the wine . . . this was their attitude and then when they 
got into it themselves, they went broke at it. 
V i Kowalchuk: Well the furs that he bought, he would have had to take them then 
on, he would have bought them from the Native people. 
Irwin: Oh yes. 
V i Kowalchuk: Or any white people for that matter, and then they would take them 
on to Athabasca or Edmonton . . . 
Irwin: To Edmonton, they used to have fur sales there in the spring for auctions 
there, I believe. I think they still do. 
V i Kowalchuk: I think they do, too. I believe they do. But for . . . 
Irwin: In the Bay, he first started buying for the Bay. 
V i Kowalchuk: For the Bay, is that right? Now, when you say the Bay, you mean 
the Bay store, not Hudson's Bay company. 
Irwin: Hudson's Bay, that's the Bay. 
V i Kowalchuk: The Hudson's Bay Company, is that right. Uh . . . 
Irwin: See, the fur trade the fur trade to the Hudson Bay always was divorced from 
the department store. 
V i Kowalchuk: But we had a man, I mean in Athabasca, that was a fur buyer by the 
name of Hingley. 
Irwin: Hingley? Yes, oh yes. I knew Hingley very well. 
V i Kowalchuk: Did you? 
Irwin: Hingley, same thing. Hingley and Mac were into the same times. 
V i Kowalchuk: Uh huh. But Mr. Macintosh would never bring his furs to Hingley. 
Irwin: Well no, no. He and Hingley were . . . the same thing, same basis. 
Incidentally, Hingley's outfit was Bwkit took over. 
V i Kowalchuk: That's right. Burkit, yes, what was it Hans Burkit? Hans Burkit 
took over. But he may operated, what years would have he operated? Was it quite 
early in Athabasca's history? When would he have opened his when would he have 
opened his store and started buying furs in the Athabasca? 
Irwin: Hingley? Hingley was there when the when I first went to Athabasca he was 
V i Kowalchuk: What year? 
Irwin: Well , in '34. 33,1 think. 
V i Kowalchuk: And he was already there. 
Irwin: Oh yeah, he'd be God knows when he was there. Did you know Hingley. 
V i and Gene together: I remember seeing that old guy . . . 
Yeah, we remember him. 
Irwin: The first time I ever saw Hingley was in the winter, we were in there the fish 
off and Hingley came in. He used to pan gold down the river. 
V i Kowalchuk: Did he? The Athabasca River? 
Irwin: Yeah, and they . . . and of course everybody was always looking for the big 
stuff, you see, and Hingley would go on these expeditions and I guess he had come 
by Deep Creek, he had hid some moonshine or something. 
V i Kowalchuk: Oh yes, they used to make it in those days. 
Irwin: And we were all sitting the old Royal Cafe I think used . . . and they uh had a 
dining area over here on the lunch counter... tables in this section here and this is 
go in the winter time and bitterly cold. He'd been down the river some place . . . at 
that time and he came into the cafe and he had a pack on his back, you know. Oh 
twenty or twenty-five pounds, anyway, and he was on snowshoes, yet. And he 
walked into the dining area and . . . and I were sitting at the table talking and he 
jumped up onto the table on snowshoes, right on the table. He says, hey mother 
with a kangaroo. What the hell was that? 
V i Kowalchuk: That was after he had a bit of moonshine, was it? 
Irwin: He was high on the moonshine, I'm sure. 
V i Kowalchuk: He was a good old fellow, though, they said. He was a kind 
hearted fine person, wasn't he. 
Gene Kowalchuk: If you needed a dollar, he gave it. 
Irwin: Yes, that's right, that's right, and old Mac was very much of the same 
nature. Hingley, you know, and then someone finally murdered him. 
V i Kowalchuk: Yes, oh yes, we have the story in old records, I remember that 
Mother and Dad talking about that. 
Irwin: You know, he was quite an old character. 
V i Kowalchuk: Yes. Okay, so now we're going to go to uh, we haven't got much 
tape left. I was just going to say, now after you finished with the, oh I know what I 
was going to say, this fish that was brought in, you say that was hauled to Edmonton 
as well. You'd drop it off at Athabasca . . . 
Irwin: We used to bring it in to Athabasca and they used to pack it back at the old 
Creamery, we had a place back there and they'd shave ice on the river and they'd 
pack it in ice there and then they'd trucked it in, uh well, in later years all of it, but 
when the railroad was running, see, the train used to come up one day and back the 
next. 
V i Kowalchuk: Back the next, yes. 
Irwin: And uh Friday, uh Saturday nights out of Edmonton, on the Express, they 
used to pool all this fish and make cars, carloads lots of fish. They used to ship it in 
on the train and then on Saturday, we would fly and pack up until noon to give the 
trucks time to get into Edmonton, you see, before ten, I think, ten o'clock, the 
express train going to Chicago, New York, and uh the truck would stop in to 
include it to make lots of it. 
V i Kowalchuk: How many carloads of fish, for example, would they have? 
Irwin: Just depend on how it would go and what the fishing was like. Every 
Saturday night, there was always five or six carloads of fish. 
V i Kowalchuk: My goodness. 
Irwin: And that's from all over the country. Cool there. 
V i Kowalchuk: So it would have been to northern Alberta here? So you mentioned 
Chicago and New York? Now there was a great demand for it there? 
Irwin: Oh yes. 
V i Kowalchuk: Would it have also been, none would have gone across Canada? 
Irwin: Montreal, Montreal was a market. The Jewish market was the main fish 
market. 
V i Kowalchuk: Is that right? 
Irwin: And uh, like New York, for instance, the New York market is what they call 
round fish. It went to the New York market and to Montreal because it was Jewish 
trade. 
V i Kowalchuk: What do you mean round fish? 
Irwin: Well , not dressed, just the way they come out of the dish. 
V i Kowalchuk: Uh, I see. 
Irwin: And uh, the rabbi has to put the first knife mark, you see, on the fish, so not 
to go whole to New York and to Montreal and Chicago, that was dress fish,... that 
the fisherman used to go snowdrifting they'd heat the fish as long as they could 
possibly keep it round because the New York market was the prime market and 
then they would dress them when they started to look that they weren't going to 
make it. Sometimes set dates from the time they come out of the water till they get 
to New York. 
V i Kowalchuk: So, where would they be dressed? Who'd do the dressing of the 
fish? 
Irwin: They'd get them and gill them there. 
V i Kowalchuk: Fishermen, fishermen, yeah. 
Irwin: And uh, then they would gut them and gill them and then they went to the 
Chicago market because that was the dress market, you see, and when they weren't 
going to like that, they started . . . to the deepfreeze in here, you see, and it went to 
the local trade. And they would take them and thaw them out in ice cold water with 
ice in it you see, let them thaw in there, and then fillet them and trim off the liver 
burning . . . fresh fillet. 
V i Kowalchuk: So, were these fish . . . Was this all commercial fishing? It was all 
strictly commercial, eh? 
Irwin: Yes, there was no question about it. 
V i Kowalchuk: Yeah, okay, how much time have we got on there, Gene, do you 
think? 
Gene Kowalchuk: I think we're going to have to use the other side. 
V i Kowalchuk: Is that right. Are we just very close to the end? 
Gene Kowalchuk: Yeah. 
V i Kowalchuk: Maybe we should just stop it there. 
(ONE SIDE O N L Y -- Tape One, Side B ends here) 
Joe Irwin interview 
by V i and Gene Kowalchuk 
Kowalchuk: Pictures, uh is there anything interesting there you want to tell us, 
going through your album here. You had Grade one to twelve by the way, did you, 
before you started flying? Did you attend school from grades one to twelve? 
Irwin: Grade ten and then two years technical school. 
Kowalchuk: Two years technical school. Mmhm. 
Irwin: And uh this this picture here that was taken at an airshow in Calgary in 
1928,29, and uh this chap here was uh B i l l ?. He was uh that was him the 
following September, the first crash on the old prairie airmail service . . . and this 
that old airplane there was that was the only cabin airplane, the first cabin airplane 
in western Canada. 
Kowalchuk: Now, by cabin you mean it was covered . . . 
Irwin: Enclosed. 
Kowalchuk: Enclosed, yes. 
Irwin: Airplanes with lids on them, and uh that was the old Purple Labelled 
Airlines airplane which was sick, you know, the Lethbridge Breweries 
purple-labelled, and uh it was incorporated into the company, the old Greek 
Western Airways, it uh and they done flying instructions and so on. Well , then, 
when they went bankrupt in 1931, this chap here, Herbie Hopson and I, bought the 
airplane. We owned it for three weeks till we found out how much it was going to 
cost us to keep it. 
Kowalchuk: How much was it going to oh, how much did you pay? 
Irwin: Six hundred dollars for it, and uh, it was going to cost us about $2800 to do 
the work it was going to take us all summer, so . . . Canadian air tours, you see, so 
we uh sold it incidentally to uh he would be a nephew of Peter Lougheed. 
Kowalchuk: Really. 
Irwin: And uh Jimmy had this . . . Doug, that's him again. That's the first 
commercial flight that I made out of Athabasca in 1933. That's Helen Kierre and 
her dad. 
Kowalchuk: Kierre, mmhm. 
Irwin: To uh she was training as a nurse over in St. Paul at the time and uh old 
Dave hired me to go over and pick her up and bring her home for the holidays. 
Kowalchuk: Her father was Dave Kierre. 
Irwin: Dave Kierre, yes. 
Kowalchuk: Did Dave have a plane service here of some kind or was it jus t . . . 
Irwin: Uh, no, it was uh old Dave's son. There was a young Dave, too. Young 
Dave is out in Penticton or into Rutland, B . C . And Jim, it was Jim who flew, the 
younger boy, and uh Jim h a d . . . in and out of Athabasca or of Edmonton. He had a 
chap by the name of Bohei had a contract with the when they put the the uh short 
way of scatter system, telephone system into the north. They had a contract with 
CPC communications out there at the time. That's a fish out of Moose Lake by the 
way. 
Kowalchuk: My goodness sakes. 
Irwin: That's the old scooties here from Calling Lake. 
Kowalchuk: What kind of fish . . . 
Irwin: Jackfish. 
Kowalchuk: Jackfish, eh. What that be the only, that wouldn't be the only type of 
fish that you know. 
Irwin: No, but we we uh at Moose Lake over here, we got a you couldn't fish the 
darn thing because there were so many big jackfishes. They'd tear your nets out of 
heck, you see, so we got permission as long as they could find a market for the fish 
they wouldn't be wasted, you see, that uh we could fish out the rough, the jacks and 
the rough fish to go after the white fish and perch that were there. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, oh yes. 
Irwin: So uh we did that and went in with a bunch of old rags of nets, and you don't 
need anything to catch a jackfish . . . and we had jackfish up to 41 pounds. 
Kowalchuk: My goodness! 
Irwin: And we had them stacked up around the lake like cordwood and we sold 
them, at that time there was quite a quite a uh bunch of mink ranches in Edmonton 
and they had an association, the Mink Breeders' Association, and jackfish is not 
fa t . . . We had sold jackfish to them. 
Kowalchuk: To the mink family, well. 
Kowalchuk: Probably uh three or four cents a pound. 
Irwin: A cent a pound. 
Kowalchuk: (Al l are talking at once here, quite hard to make out everything.) A 
cent a pound. . . 
Irwin: And then they hauled it ou t . . . and uh they uh that's the airplane that 
was . . . Gleason and there's nothing here. That's the first airplane that I, no it isn't 
the first one I had with Mac. Actually, that's the one we took down east. 
Kowalchuk: So, you're saying that up until 1930 they were all opened. 
Irwin: Oh yeah. 
Kowalchuk: They were all opened. 
Irwin: Oh well, that was, as I say, that was the only cabin airplane. 
Kowalchuk: What was your altitude? What was your usual altitude? 
Irwin: Well , it was usually how high you could get. (everybody laughing here, 
hard to make out everything) Airplanes in those days weren't too uh jump up and 
go style. 
Kowalchuk: A lot of it was above the tree tops. 
Kowalchuk: Is that right, so you worked really . . . 
I r w i n : . . . and there was open cockpit, that's this airplane here. And uh that's the 
first one I had. I had that one for around about two months and that's it here. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, is it. 
Irwin: And I had that one in for about two or three months, then I took the . . . and 
uh then when I was done in Sault Ste. Marie, that's the Ontario forestry service 
hangar out in Sault, and the carbite plant across the river. This little gal here, 
incidentally, you've heard of the Deonne quintuplets. 
Kowalchuk: Yes. 
Irwin: She was uh Dafoo's nurse. 
Kowalchuk: Is that right, Dr. Dafoos? 
Irwin: Dr. D a f . . . the hospital they sent up for the Deonne kids. 
Kowalchuk: Well , my goodness. So, you were in the armed forces? 
Irwin: No. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, you weren't. 
Irwin: No, no, I w a s . . . that's a . . . summer. Icebreakers in the channel. 
Kowalchuk: Which which channel are you talking about now? 
Irwin: In the Straits of Macanon, south of Sault Ste. Marie. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, I see. 
Irwin: There's a bridge there now but they used to run a ferry in an icebreaker here. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, right. 
Irwin: And uh, that's the Robinhood in Calling Lake on floats. That brought me up 
from . . . on a packhorse out to Kapatrick's one time. That was quite a damn 
experience, boy. Six o'clock in the morning till ten o'clock at night at once. Boy, 
I ' l l tell you . . . 
Kowalchuk: Did Kapatrick's have some kind of a stopping place. 
Irwin: They had a stopping place and . . . and Freddy, yeah. 
Kowalchuk: That's Mont Kapatrick, wasn't it. And who else did you say? Or, 
they were where, Deep Creek, I guess. 
Irwin: Deep Creek, it would be, yes. 
Kowalchuk: Around the Gislason place there. 
Irwin: Gislasons were just about three quarters of a mile on. Incidentally, the next 
morning after we brought this prop out on the packhorse we were from 6:00 in the 
morning til l 10:00 at night getting out there and wading them damn mud water up 
to here half of the time, and we used to keep the truck at Mont's. And it was four 
miles from Mont's up to Belida's store on the gravel. 
Kowalchuk: Oh yes. 
Irwin: So Mont, he told me, says, " H e l l you'll never get out there. You ' l l never 
get to the highway with the truck, no way." And he figured you have to have a team 
ahead of it, you see. So he uh he had team horses, he wanted good horses, so we got 
a team ahead of the truck, and uh at noon we were at Gislasons, from 9:00 in the 
morning. 
Kowalchuk: Good gracious. 
Irwin: So he came home from dinner and picked up two of our horses and at 4:00 in 
the afternoon we got to Belida's store. 
Kowalchuk: To Belida's store, to the store, yes Belida's had the store then, yes. 
Could you describe Kapatrick's stopping house for us. 
Irwin: Well , gosh, it was just a log building. I don't actually remember the place 
too well. 
Kowalchuk: You don't eh. 
Irwin: I don't know if it's still standing or not. 
Kowalchuk: In think it was a few years ago. 
Kowalchuk: It was a few years ago. 
Irwin: I think this little gal from Calling Lake, what was her name, had half of the 
land. I mean at one time, what was her name . . . Gwen, Gwen, something or other, 
(Voice in background: Yes, Cardinal, Gwen Cardinal), no, no, no, no, not Cardinal. 
Uh anyway she and one of the Gislason boys bought it and they split it and the last I 
knew of it. Now whether the buildings are still there or not, I don't know. 
Kowalchuk: But Kapatrick's more or less had people stay over night and probably 
just gave them meals. 
Irwin: Oh yes, they were sanding that road, you see, went through to Wabasca or 
Calling Lake o r . . . 
Kowalchuk: Oh, they did go through that way to Calling Lake. 
Irwin: Oh yes, oh yes. 
Kowalchuk: That was the road then. 
Irwin: That was the road, that was the road to Calling Lake. That's before the new 
road went in, you see. The new road is west of the old road. 
Kowalchuk: That's right, that's right, yes, it would be. Would there have been any 
other stopping places? Well , I suppose Belida's store was quite a centre to stop at, 
too, but between Athabasca and say . . . 
Irwin: Belida's actually there was not they weren't set up to handle people. 
Kowalchuk: Not to handle people, just to . . . 
Irwin: They had the store there and then uh Mont's was the stopping place. 
Kowalchuk: Well I remember... yes 
Irwin: Half way place between Athabasca and Calling Lake. 
Kowalchuk: Well , I remember that Grand Old General that old Buffalo B i l l day 
that came riding in on his white horse. He was quite the sight. 
Irwin: Yeah, with a pistol in his belt and the buckskin clothes. 
Kowalchuk: Yes, oh my, yes the buckskin, you know, and I was quite little and he 
used to be such a sight. It was just 11 just I ' l l never forget it. But he used to stay 
overnight occasionally or stop at our place at Mother and Dad's on this way to 
Athabasca. 
Irwin: Well , Buffalo B i l l , by the way, was the guy who instigated the new road. 
Kowalchuk: Did he? Went you one the west of the old . . . 
Irwin: Yeah, west where it is now. 
Kowalchuk: He did eh. How did he how did he . . . 
Irwin: Well , well he was always on to any political angle he could ge t . . . and uh 
this was high country, so he said, well you know how much high country there is 
damn muskeg, the whole damn thing from Calling Lake there. Anyway that was 
how the new road got started. 
Kowalchuk: I see. 
Irwin: It was going to be shorter. Well , actually going on the old road, God 
Almighty!, you'd never put a road through there. 
Kowalchuk: A lot of farmers north of the river worked on that road putting 
corduroy around the . . . 
Irwin: Oh yeah . . . sure. 
Kowalchuk: Was that McCullough Lake, was that named after that old gentleman? 
Irwin: I imagine, after McCullough, old man McCullough. 
Kowalchuk: That lived up north of Paul Cavuloc's there. 
Irwin: Yeah, yeah. 
Kowalchuk: You mean he had sons Don and Andrew and McCullough those, and 
then Mrs. Thomason. 
Irwin: I would imagine. 
Kowalchuk: That would be the dad. 
Irwin: I don't know where McCullough came from or how . . . 
Kowalchuk: You don't eh, that's a famous name there. 
Irwin: But I'd rather think that the lake was probably named after McCullough, 
yeah. 
Kowalchuk: Right, hm, yeah interesting. 
Irwin: But they uh then the new road, of course, in the summer time in those times, 
god sake, you couldn't get near the road, but that was a day creation. Incidentally 
speaking of day, you know, they uh . . . one time when my boy was just a little guy, 
I think I have a picture of him here about that age, somewhere or had and uh 
anyway he was about two years old just so he could talk pretty good, and Dave, he 
was quite a rough tough, you know, all the time, and uh he talk a hind leg off a . . . 
monkey and so on Sundays, you see, the mail used to come in. Jake Gislason used 
to carry the mail in for years and years and years and uh that was quite the 
attraction, you see. Everybody was always down there. So . . . we were sitting in 
the house. . . and David down that way, you see. So he came by and we were over 
at the house. Going to eat over there. And uh she was looking out the window and 
she saw Dave go by. She said and she was French, you know, and all of a sudden, 
"Here come the damn old buffalo," she said, "talk, talk, talk, and say nothing." 
(Al l laugh). . . well old Dave comes in the house. (Can't hear quite well, voice 
muffled.)... "Hello there, young fellow, how are you." "I'm fine." " Y o u know 
who I am?" (Laughing) Young Jack a n d . . . " Y e s , " she said "where buffalo? 
Talk, talk, talk, say nothing." (Al l laugh) 
Kowalchuk: How did he react to that? 
Irwin: Oh, he wasn't pleased at all . . . . 
Kowalchuk: Oh dear, that's good. That is very good. 
Irwin: And when, at the lake there, we built a hangar there. We bought a . . . 
Kowalchuk: At Calling Lake? 
Irwin: Yes, at Calling Lake. 
Kowalchuk: Did you? 
Irwin: A little sawmill from Oscar Bidoff had it over on the west side of the lake 
and we bought that little old four cylinder dodge engine for power and we uh cut 
the lumber and built a hangar. We cleared away and this is the . . . was built here. 
To get up out of the water and then the that's the framework of the hangar and 
that's the hangar after it was finished. And uh that's it in the winter time . . . (can't 
make out what's being said here) 
Kowalchuk: So you lived, did you live at Calling Lake for some time? You did 
then, of course, during those years those six years. How many white people would 
have been living, how many families, many families of white families living there 
at that time? 
Irwin: Oh about. . . 
Kowalchuk: Tanischuks were there. 
Kowalchuk: Half a dozen or more? 
Irwin: Yeah, ten or six. There was ten or six and the Macpherson's and the 
Crawford's. Oh there'd have been about twelve or fifteen families. 
Kowalchuk: Twelve families, is that right? (Al l are talking at once here, very hard 
to transcribe) 
Kowalchuk: Alfreds used to live up there? 
Irwin: Alfreds? Not while I was there. They did at one time, oh yes, they were in 
back and forth. And Barnie, of course, used to fish there all the time and I didn't 
know many of the other Alfreds except Barnie. I knew him them to see them 
around but they were, yeah, and the fire, the forest ranger... 
Kowalchuk: Oh yes. 
Irwin: Uh Macpherson 
Kowalchuk: He was the forest ranger. 
Irwin: Macpherson was in . . . and uh there would have been about ten or twelve 
Kowalchuk: There are Macphersons up there now that that must be a son or a 
grandson. 
Irwin: Well , gosh, I don't know. 
Kowalchuk: Well , they bought out uh what used to be Stan Crawford's. You know 
Stan Crawford's beach at the south end. 
Irwin: Yeah, oh yeah. 
Kowalchuk: That's Macpherson's. It's been for a long time. 
Irwin: Oh it could be, could be. 
Kowalchuk: That's probably the son, the son, yeah. 
Irwin: And uh that's the old original tar sand plant in McMurray. I took that in 
1936. I went up to Fort Smith. 
Kowalchuk: My goodness, is that the original one? 
Irwin: South of McMurray at the mouth of the Hangingstone River. 
Kowalchuk: Mmhm. 
Irwin: The hell is that river that comes in just where the river bends to the west 
there. 
Kowalchuk: Well the Clearwater goes . . . 
Irwin: Clearwater, No no no no no . . . The clearwater comes in at the sign 
Kowalchuk: No, you're talking about upstream a little bit. 
Irwin: Hangingstone Creek . . . 
Kowalchuk: House River? 
Irwin: No, House River is way south, but anyways its south just over the hill from 
McMurray to the southwest. 
Kowalchuk: You mean they had a plant of somekind in the 30s there? 
Irwin: Oh yes, they were taking roofing tar out of there. They took it out as roofing 
tar, you see, or tar. Uh the old International Bitumont Plant was set up in there 70 
miles or 80 miles north of McMurray and Bitumont, it's called, where the 
government had later after the war had a pilot plant. The old International 
Bitumont had an extraction plant there in 1933. 
Kowalchuk: M y goodness. 
Irwin: And there were . . . tar. 
Irwin: Well , there's there's a story uh about somebody brought some of that tar 
sands up the river in a scow^and took it and to show in Edmonton. I don't know 
whether it was something like for the Exhibition or Klondike Days. Then after that 
they had this and didn't know what to do it and they used it to pave the first 
pavement in Edmonton, part of 105 St. 
Irwin: The streets in Vulcan, the original sidewalks in Vulcan were McMurray 
tarsand. 
Kowalchuk: Wow, is that right? How would they get it there, by rail? 
Irwin: Well , it went rail from uh well, they must have brought it by scowet I 
suppose in those times to Athabasca because the railroad wasn't there until after 
1912 or 13. And uh then it would go rail, I guess, from Athabasca. The paving in 
Vulcan was done, I'd say the original paving, I mean the first paving that was done 
in the town, now Vulcan wasn't there either until 1913, as a matter of fact, and uh 
but the first sidewalks that were paved in Vulcan, that would have been, that didn't 
come out on the La Biche River . . . 
Kowalchuk: Yeah, that's been there since what 1915, that railway. 
Irwin: I think it was finished in 14 or 15, yeah, yeah, and uh they uh but that was 
the old Abasand Plant they called this one, and uh that's Fort Fitzgerald and Fort 
Smith in those times. 
Kowalchuk: What's the farthest north you flew in those days. 
Irwin: In them there days? 
Kowalchuk: Mmhm. 
Irwin: Well in those times, the furthest north that I got to was when we had the 
Robin until I went with Canadian Airways was Fort Simpson, but after after I went 
to Canadian Airways then the furthest I was was up the Boothia Peninsula about 
half way on the east side which is about six hundred miles from the North Magnetic 
Pole. 
Kowalchuk: From the North Pole, my goodness. 
Irwin: We done a went in there with a geological survey party. I went there one 
summer. 
Kowalchuk: When you flew for Canadian, did you fly passenger service? 
Irwin: Oh yeah, yeah. 
Kowalchuk: You did eh. Was it strictly passenger? 
Irwin: It was passenger and freight until it became Canadian Pacific then like uh 
w e l l . . . me in Yellowknife, 71 Fairchild, and go to a beach, Backsacher Beach. 
Kowalchuk: How many passengers could you take on something like this? 
Irwin: Ten. 
Kowalchuk: Ten, eh. 
Irwin: And uh this airplane here, that was the . . . she owned that the day they 
delivered.. . switched it over to Canadian Airways bought it over when they cut 
the gas off at the beginning of the war, you see, in the mission there, more private 
flying so Canadian Airways bought this airplane. Took it to Winnipeg and reamed 
out the whole thing, had it recovered overall and fixed everything all up and then 
after freeze up they sent it out to Prince Albert. The first damn flight out of there in 
the Ai r Force landing and tore it all to heck. 
Kowalchuk: No, so we're talking about flying for Canadian in what, the 1940s, 
50s? 
Irwin: 1940,40s. No, I left Canadian Airways in 1947 or Canadian Pacific as it 
was then, and I had an outfit of my own. 
Kowalchuk: Did you? 
Irwin: Crop spraying out of flying school in Grande Prairie and uh crop spraying 
outfit and worked with a fellow by the name of Holmes in crop spraying. We done 
the first liquid spray that was never done again. 
Kowalchuk: Did you. 
Irwin: And . . . before then. But we done the first liquid spraying an airplane would 
have ever done. 
Kowalchuk: What would a farmer have to pay in those days to have a crop 
sprayed? 
Irwin: Speaking o f . . . this was when we froze in, as they c a l l . . . in Yellowknife 
and even now, I think, the uh well, most of the local airplanes I suppose it would 
freeze in there, but uh they have an airport there now as well. But they used to 
leave it sitting at the dock, tied in, you see. So then you take an ice saw and you cut 
around it, of course, and then you load up onto the ice and it takes you over to the 
ginpole on the floats, you see . . . 
Kowalchuk: To the what did you say to the gin . . . 
I rwin: Tripod . . . 
Kowalchuk: Tripod here, oh yes. 
Irwin: And uh take the floats off and put on the skis. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, I see, uh huh, so this little rigamarole, then that was the purpose 
of this, I see uh huh, very good. 
Irwin: Yeah, yeah, and that's two days later when you're in the bush. So we had to 
do a repair, that was a repair there, 55 miles southwest of Yellowknife and our 
engine covers and stuff for shelter and build a section . . . the wing to carry the 
airplane. 
Kowalchuk: You lived in Calling Lake when you worked for uh for uh Macintosh. 
Then when you worked for Canadian Airways, where were you living? 
Irwin: Well uh theoretically in Edmonton. 
Kowalchuk: I see. 
Irwin: And the family was in Hinton and I was in Prince Albert, Yellowknife all 
over the place. 
Kowalchuk: And then when you had your own flying, when you were doing your 
spraying.. . 
Irwin: Edmonton until I moved in 1950. Well , I of course, was wherever there was 
work, too, but the family was in Edmonton until 1952, yeah '52, and in uh I was 
working out of or in Southern Alberta out in . . . actually until 1950 when I sent to 
work for Sun Oi l company, and I set up their flying operation here in Canada. And 
uh flew for them for 17 years till I retired. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, you flew until you retired? 
Irwin: Oh yeah, yeah. 
Kowalchuk: My goodness. 
Irwin: It was 39 years. 
Kowalchuk: 39 years in all. 
Kowalchuk: So you retired from flying about what, 1970? 
Irwin: 1966. 
Kowalchuk: 1966, eh. Oh, they don't. Is that right? 
Irwin: . . . and uh of course the company they take the same attitude to the airline at 
age 60. See, I could have stayed and flown for another five years. To hell with it so 
I came up here and started... That's on the Arctic coast, that's a . . . of mine. 
Kowalchuk: Is it? Great pictures, here. We're going to have to get some of those. 
Kowalchuk: How big was Canadian Pacific at that time? It didn't fly to Vancouver 
o r . . . 
t 
Irwin: Oh yeah. 
Kowalchuk: It did. 
Irwin: Oh yeah, cripe, it was all through, actually right across Canada, but they 
couldn't connect, you see, east-west because T C A was the chosen instrument, and 
uh until I forget what year now, that they finally did let them go transfer... but it 
was all north-south, you see, and they were based out of Vancouver, out of 
Edmonton, Prince Albert, Winnipeg, Canora, and uh Seven Islands, and uh another 
base in Quebec and in the Maritime Provinces, it was Maritime central. They took 
over there you see. They were all through the Maritimes. And Newfoundland was 
uh eastern provincial, and uh it was all one outfit. It was all north-south, you see. 
Kowalchuk: So at that time, if a person wanted to fly from Edmonton to Toronto, 
he had to take T W A or T C A . 
Kowalchuk: What was the cost of a flight in those days? 
Irwin: Well , comparatively cheap, actually. Much cheaper than now, but I 
suppose it would be relative, but I don't just remember offhand, for instance, to 
Yellowknife, well it's about, no it's more than, I don't know what it is, but when I, 
the last I knew of a flight to Yellowknife it was $126. 
Kowalchuk: In the 40s? 
Irwin: Yeah. 
Kowalchuk: Is that right? That's a fair amount, I guess, isn't it? 
Irwin: Well it's 720 miles, you see. 
Kowalchuk: 720 miles. 
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Irwin: But uh they uh and then of course, the further north you went, the more 
expensive because your gasoline and everything else was more costly and . . . fly 
your gas in, you see. 
Kowalchuk: Yes, I was going to ask you, where would you get all your fuel? 
Irwin: Well , the only the Mackenzie River gas or the Yellowknife and Hay River 
supplies used to all come aviation stocked from Norman Wells. 
Kowalchuk: Oh. 
Irwin: And then they blended it there, you see, and put the lead in it at the various 
stations. 
Kowalchuk: The flying in the 40s, was that, there was no instrument flying of 
course, was there. 
Irwin: Oh yes , . . . 19411 guess was it and oh yes from the time that CP Airlines 
was formed it was. It was a bush operation and the line operations they called it. 
Well I came out of the bush in '42 and went on the line which was we ran 
Vancouver, well they all used to, they used to merge in St. John, you see, around in 
Vancouver to St. John, Edmund to St. John, and then St. John to Whitehorse and 
St. John Norman Wells and down the Mackenzie River. And uh then on this day, 
that was all instrument. And then they just in order to keep your route innervations 
up you see because you got to you got to to do the runs occasionally to keep 
familiar with the stations, your let-down procedures, and stuff, so what they used to 
do, we would like the crew would come out of Edmonton, you see, to St. John and 
uh then the crew that brought the airplane from Vancouver would change with you 
and take that section on, you see, for a week. You would go to Vancouver or you 
would go to Whitehorse. Used to run the Fairbanks at that time as well. 
Kowalchuk: You're talking about Fort St. John, what we know as Fort St.John. 
Quite an important point then, wasn't it. 
I rwin: Oh yes, St. John was a . . . and then east of course they ran from uh into the 
mining areas. They all had airports then, too, you see, and Red Lake and . . . all 
these places, what used to be a ski operation. But uh that's Bathurst there or 
Cambridge Bay I should say. 
Kowalchuk: Oh is it. 
Irwin: Two of us were on the freight haul. That's the other airplane where they, 
and this, you see this is a caribou skin tent. 
Kowalchuk: A caribou-skin tent. 
Irwin: That's the uh the permanent Eskimo camp in there days. Incidentally, there 
is an amazing people who were the old Eskimos. 
Kowalchuk: Is that right. 
Irwin: Oh god, and uh they built it out of caribou skin, and then now, this is early in 
the winter, well then the snow comes, you see, around now the full thing is covered 
over in snow. You see the window in here? 
Kowalchuk: Uh huh. 
I r w i n : . . . chimney and dig down in the snow into a tunnel like this to go to the 
tent, that's your permanent camp. (Glass clinking in background, very distracting, 
can't make out all here) And all you can see is the tent smoke coming out of the 
chimney. 
Kowalchuk: That's what they call an igloo. 
Irwin: Well , no that's not an igloo. 
Kowalchuk: That's not an igloo because an igloo's made of snow. 
Irwin: Here's something that would amaze you boy to see a 
Kowalchuk: So you had some connections... 
Irwin: An Eskimo would know how to make a snowhouse. 
Kowalchuk: Yes, I've heard it. 
Irwin: Put that sucker up a ten foot shellhouse and he would put that up in twenty 
minutes. 
Kowalchuk: My goodness. Well they say they could do it when the storm comes 
up and they're hunting or something, they could do it very quickly. So you did 
have you were in touch with the Eskimo people up north as well. 
Irwin: Oh yes, oh yes, on the Arctic coast. 
Kowalchuk: M y goodness. 
Irwin: But they, those people, I don't know, they got uh like a damn pigeon, you 
know. Built in navigation equipment... Very observant too. 
Kowalchuk: Are they? 
Irwin: And we used to always, on these trips here, like we would go in the copper 
mine, you see, and the Coppermine then to Bathurst or Rita . . . and uh he would 
always forget what an old chap, I don't know what the heck his name was, 
Charley . . . and he knew every damn rock on that coast. In the winter, on the 
Arctic coast the only way you can tell where the hell the shore is you know is in 
boulders or something. There's nothing, there's not a damn thing. There's no 
vegetation, no nothing. And old Charley, he would sit there, nothing but nothing 
outside, maybe even snow, be sitting there. I think now . . . (can't hear) and if you 
got down, you know, no worry at all . He'd have a snowhouse up in nothing flat. I 
say 20 minutes Probably an hour would be more like it. But boy, that is something 
to see. 
Kowalchuk: I guess. 
Irwin: They use like a machette, you know, and they go down to come up, and they 
cut the blocks, and your last block is like . . . wave these blocks off and then they'd 
leave a bench at the side for the bed, you see. 
Kowalchuk: You must have spent a night or two in an igloo? 
Irwin: Pardon? 
Kowalchuk: Did you yourself spend a night or two in an igloo? 
Irwin: Oh, hell, yes. More than one night. 
Kowalchuk: Gees, is that right. 
Irwin: And then if they have dogs, that's an experience. 
Kowalchuk: Go ahead, just tell us. Tell us what you want to say. Go ahead. 
Voice in Background: The blubber that he ate . . . 
Kowalchuk: Did you really. You ate what was served you. 
Irwin: Oh no, no. The incident when they when they on the move, you know, 
there's one of their slaves. Now this is a modern, driftwood is usually what they 
make them out of or fish. 
Kowalchuk: Fish? 
Irwin: The rudders, yeah. They can do and have done. In fact, at Expo they had in 
the transportation section, they had a demonstration of that, not a demonstration but 
a video of them doing it, you know, and they make the rudders out of fish, frozen 
fish, and uh the same on this. Now these actually were . . . and then they shoe that 
with mud. They freeze the mud on, you see, onto the upper shoeing, and then plane 
it, smooth like glass, and then after you plane her all down smooth, they take a 
piece of fur and some water, and just place it, see put ice in it. And twelve, ten to 
twelve dogs on here, they don't have a ton of stuff, real easy, and they head out and 
they follow the caribou. 
Kowalchuk: Oh yes, they used to, yeah. 
Irwin: Come night, well, that's were you camp. So you throw up the snowhouse 
and make a hole in the ice and you fish so you catch some fish. 
Kowalchuk: Or shoot a caribou. 
Irwin: Or shoot a caribou, i f . . . i f not fish, and they freeze the fish. They freeze 
enough fish and for the dogs, you see, and the next day, and themselves and they're 
trapping the next day. So they call it "quak", the frozen fish. And they eat it 
frozen. 
Kowalchuk: Slice it up. 
Irwin: Sliver it real thin, you know, and it's just like eating a piece of ice. You 
don't taste anything. 
Kowalchuk: They wouldn't ever even have a fire going for that? 
Irwin: No, no. 
Kowalchuk: They would never cook them. 
Irwin: No, no. And then the carcasses or what's left of the fish is dogfeed. 
Kowalchuk: Right. They run like that for days and days and weeks and months. 
Irwin: Oh hell yes. And this is the way those people live. There a vanishing race 
right now. 
Kowalchuk: Yes, they are. 
Irwin: They . . . . the booze and of course.. . 
Kowalchuk: White man diseases, y e s . . . 
Irwin: And the whiteman's influence, and boy they're gone, that's all . But they're 
a very very ingenious people. 
Kowalchuk: The young Eskimo's idea of living in a wildhood would be having a 
used skidoo, eh . . . 
Irwin: That's the that's the biggest we were in tow with the big malanka there, 
down into Fort Smith when we met them on the river. But that's the biggest load of 
freight that ever went down the Mackenzie River. 
Kowalchuk: Really, where did it come from? 
Irwin: From Fort Smith, and that's about thirty miles north of Smith where that 
picture was taken. . . . with the Mackenzie River was the name of the boat, an old 
steam paddlewheeler, you know. He had 1320 tons with . . . 
Kowalchuk: When would the last paddlewheeler have been come into Athabasca? 
Irwin: I wouldn't know. That's before my time. There were paddlewheelers into 
Athabasca and Peace River both, but they're all up on . . . The distributor and one 
of there was a distributor in the Mackenzie River, two big ones that ran down to 
Iklavik and they pulled the distributor was the last one taken out. I guess this one 
here is at Bellrock at Smith where they pulled it out but they pulled the the 
distributor out at Norman Wells in 1947. I was there on the last trip. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, is that right? 
Irwin: And we dumped her oi l . We busted an oil radiator. 
Kowalchuk: We've got lots of time, dear. It'll click, i t ' l l stop. 
Irwin: Then I had a Forts landing and took a . . . U.S. Army barge into Fort Smith 
but that's from . . . That's Jean my first wife. 
Kowalchuk: Oh yes. 
Irwin: That's the very last. Now there's a barrenland trapper. Dan Belida, you 
know, he's a trapper with this country in the barrenlands here. 
Kowalchuk: Yes, I've heard that. 
Irwin: And right near, actually near where these fellows are, they're about 430 
miles north of Stony Rapids. That's where these camps were. There's Fred Riddle 
and his partner and uh and uh Sid Carter. And this, what the hell is that doing in 
there. That got in there accidental. That got no connection there at all . That's Fred 
Riddle's base camp. 
Kowalchuk: My goodness. 
Irwin: And that's the only timber that there is for about 40 miles. 
Kowalchuk: Is that so? 
Irwin: And Sid here, this guy, used to haul his wood for about 30 miles with a 
dogteam while he was on the trapline. And that's his base camp here. 
Kowalchuk: Well , just a little tiny cabin there, eh. They say Dan Belida used to 
used to trap or hunt uh white foxes. That's right. That's so, eh. 
Irwin: Yes, thousands of them. 
Kowalchuk: Is that right. Well , you know, those little foxes. They were quite a 
small fox, were they not? They're almost extinct. They are not extinct. 
Irwin: Oh no, not the Arctic . . . 
Kowalchuk: They're not, eh? 
Irwin: Not the Arctic fox. The kit fox. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, the kit fox, I'm thinking of the kit fox. 
Irwin: They're about the size of a kit fox. Little bigger than a kit fox. 
Kowalchuk: Well , were they quite, what would a pelt, look at all the pelts here. 
Now how much would a pelt bring? 
Irwin: Uh they were getting, I think, around 30 or 40 dollars at that time. I brought 
Sid out, that's part of his catch there, this guy here, I brought him into Prince Albert 
that following spring. That was in 40 when I took him in in the fall, and uh he came 
out with 1355 white fox. 
Kowalchuk: M y . 
Irwin: And the newspaper was, Sid phoned for the paper to come down, . . . they 
came down and took his picture on the dock with these big fur catches, eh, and the 
income tax people landed on him. 
Kowalchuk: Did they. 
Irwin: An angry tiger, and he'd been in there for several years, you see. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, oh I see. So he didn't catch this in one . . . 
Irwin: Boy when they got through with Sid, he didn't have nothing. 
Kowalchuk: Oh. He wouldn't have got that many in one say one season or 
anything. 
Irwin: Oh yes. 
Kowalchuk: Oh he got that in one season. 
Irwin: From freeze up to break up. 
Kowalchuk: To break up. 
Kowalchuk: He was a busy boy. 
Irwin: That's one of my airplanes I had at Grande Prairie in the school. That's at 
Calling Lake. 
Kowalchuk: Oh yes. 
Irwin: . . . Norman Wells, that's the big blank. There were bears all over the damn 
camp up there. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, I imagine, eh? Grizzlies, black grizzlies? 
Irwin: No, black bears. 
Kowalchuk: Black bears. 
Irwin: The uh the fellow who . . . were on that airplane going from Yellowknife to 
Coppermine and they caught fire in the air and their passengers, Betty Ryan, was 
burned to death in there. He was a factor at Coppermine. And they had . . . the 
airplane. It was damn near to that state when they got to the ground. They were at 
8000 when they first noticed they were on fire. And they were 8 days and 9 nights 
out in the, see the timber that's around there, little wee bits of scrubs and jackpines, 
and the warmest night they had was 42 below, and they had taken off because it had 
gotten warm in the cabin. They had taken off their parkas and stuff. A l l they had 
was a . . . sweater and their underclothes, and normal clothing. But they had no 
parkas. And they took the, you'll notice the cowling is off the engine, the cowling 
ring, they made a little hut out of that and had a little fire going there, all their 
rations and every other damn thing was burnt up, but they had a pot from the 
rations. They had all their Christmas stuff for Coppermine. There was burnt 
turkeys and what they salvaged a bit of a soup going, you know, that they kept 
for . . . and boy, I ' l l tell you they were in rough shape when they come out of there. 
Kowalchuk: How did they get rescued in the end? 
Irwin: We found them. Now, there is one of the epic things in the damn country. 
We went in on that search and that day was the last day that we were going search. 
This was before the search and rescue . . . 
Kowalchuk: Right. 
Irwin: And they were turning around or at least the airplane that. . . and this little 
guy here was in the airplane. He was killed on the Korean airlift. He 
disappeared . . . but Art was sitting at a back window in the airplane and as they 
turned to come back, they were coming back into Alderado in Bear Lake. They 
were going to abandon the search. The next day, and the sun was just about down. 
There was nothing to see. There was no damn airplane. Everybody, of course, is 
looking for an airplane. And there was just a skeleton, but the shadow of the 
engine, he saw the shadow on the snow. Well , hell, there's nothing there. What the 
hell's the shadow doing there. By God, and he went up and told them. Christ, it 
was three or four miles over, you see, from where they had gone that Art and A l f 
were both out waving their head, but they couldn't see them. Far away. But ? saw 
this shadow on the snow and he said, hell there can't be any shadow over there. 
What the hell's to make a shadow? The shadow of the engine. And they went back 
over and they picked them up. 
Kowalchuk: And you say A r t . . . 
I rwin: And then Cec McNeil and I went out the next day and Bootie here, who's 
deceased, this is the man who incidentally who was flying the airplane that Doc 
Wright was killed in. 
Kowalchuk: Oh yeah. Is that right? He was a commercial pilot at that time. 
Irwin: Pardon? 
Kowalchuk: He must have been a commercial pilot then? Because Dr. Wright was 
killed in Japan. 
Irwin: Yes, that's what I'm saying. But he was flying for C P A . 
Kowalchuk: He was, he was. 
Irwin: He was one of my old chums. And that's the mountie from Bear Lake, and I 
took that picture. 
Kowalchuk: So this had to be reported, of course, to the mounties. 
Irwin: Oh yeah, yeah. 
Kowalchuk: Yes. 
Irwin: And the Mountie went out to check on there and Cec and I took him out the 
next day. 
Kowalchuk: When you said Art, that wasn't Art Schumakar? 
Irwin: No, no. Art Booden. This is the . . . bush pilots in Yellowknife. 
Kowalchuk: Oh. 
Irwin: They flew a bunch of us in there for the when they unveiled this plaque. 
Kowalchuk: So, your name is there? 
Irwin: In 1970,1 think it was? Pardon? 
Kowalchuk: Your name is there? 
Irwin: Oh yeah, that's me. No, there are no names on the plaque. It was just a 
plaque to the . . . by the name of ? He was a Mountie down there. That was in 
1942. There's a . . . East of Norman Wells airport, there are three actually of these 
things, but that's the most distinct one and they have sounded that to over 700 feet. 
Kowalchuk: It's a depression, I was going to say. 
Irwin: Just a hole, a hole in the ground. And that black there is the water level, you 
see. . . It's a perfecdy round hole oh from here to the house in diameter, and that's 
about 75 feet down to the water, and nobody can . . . a lot of geologists try to tell me 
what that is . . . Really actually they don't know. 
Kowalchuk: Wouldn't have been a meteorite hit the ground, hit the earth? 
Irwin: No, no. Over 700 feet deep, that particular hole. 
Kowalchuk: And that's near Yellowknife. 
Irwin: No, Norman Wells. 
Kowalchuk: Norman Wells. 
Irwin: It's about 30 miles east of Norman Wells. And as I say, there are three of 
them. There's two more to the east of Fort Norman. 
Kowalchuk: Interesting. 
Irwin: And that's one of their first spraying outfit that I was with . . . Ted and I, and 
then I had two of my . . . 
Kowalchuk: So, your whole life's really been flying. 
Voice in Background: And then the bees did it for him in Rochester. 
Kowalchuk: We're going to have to talk about that. 
Irwin: Three sprayers there . . . 
Kowalchuk: So did you make pretty good money spraying? 
Irwin: There was good money in it about ten years too early. 
Kowalchuk: Too late, oh too early. 
Irwin: Too early. We done the first that was ever done with these airplanes, and 
then Richardson of Morgan Lincolnson or John Morgan I should say of Morgan 
Nicholson or Morgan Nicholson Insurance had loaned Ted some money. This was 
Ted's outfit, and he foreclosed him on 5,000 stinking bucks, and uh so then he 
operated the outfit for a couple of years and one of their guys, I don't know if you 
ever saw the Calgary Minnipoore in the old Burns ranch there they had poplar trees 
planted along the road for about four miles. They're still there as a matter of fact 
but they're all pruned down. They're hardly recognizable. 
Kowalchuk: Where is this? 
Irwin: Minnipoore, south of Calgary. Minnipoore is in Calgary, right now, 
actually. It's actually part of Calgary. 
Kowalchuk: I know there's poplars planted that would be just south of Red Deer. 
Irwin: No, no no . . . but these he was spraying those er dusting those uh trees with 
alderon and which is dynamite and he got a shot of alderon and it killed him just the 
way it kills a damn bug. 
Kowalchuk: Oh my goodness. 
Irwin: It took about two years to do it. But Morgan was afraid o f . . . , you see, and 
he shut the outfit down and abandoned it. Just went haywire. And uh that's the 
hangar and the Robin at Calling Lake . . . and that's my ?, my twin engine airplane 
that I had, and I had three . . . That was taken at Norman Wells. That's one of the 
Alexander sprayers. That's one spraying. 
Kowalchuk: You know, when you're flying do you ever run across any flying 
saucers or U.F.O.'s? 
Irwin: I never did, but a fellow that I know real well saw one. 
Kowalchuk: You're not serious. 
Irwin: Damn right. And I believe him. I believe him. 
Kowalchuk: Tell us about that. 
Irwin: A chap by the name of Maclean. He's still, as far as I know, he'd still be 
flying with C P A . Wouldn't be retired yet. And he was on the ? run, you know, 
South American. 
Kowalchuk: Oh yes. 
Irwin: And in the area of the Chariot of the Gods, you know where no one ever 
explains what this area is. In that area, a light or an object, it was that night, 
followed him and he was anything by hysterical this guy, believe me. And this 
thing came alongside and it stayed with him for twenty minutes and the passengers 
were all asleep, and they had something like 22 or 23 passengers only, but they 
woke their passengers and they saw it, and it followed along with them and then, 
pssht, took off at a hell of a rate . . . 
Kowalchuk: My goodness. 
Irwin: And he saw this. Now, I know damn well he saw it because I know him 
pretty well. 
Kowalchuk: You know him well enough, he doesn't tell stories. Isn't that 
something. 
Irwin: But he said it was weird and you couldn't see anything really of what the 
hell it was. It was at night, you know, but the light was there. 
Kowalchuk: My goodness. 
Irwin: Then I went to Sun Oi l . That's in Calling Lake. That's Mae Macintosh, I 
think. 
Kowalchuk: That is Mr . Macintosh's wife. 
Irwin: No, his daughter. 
Irwin: No, by God, that's Mrs. Belanger and her two kids, but uh this was the last, 
we had three of these. 
Kowalchuk: That's a nice-looking little plane, my goodness. 
Irwin: And that was the Dove, we first had a beaver 
Kowalchuk: Oh, don't skip that, we want to hear about this. Yeah, we want to hear 
about this. 
Irwin: They starting off, incidentally, that's an interesting thing there. . . . in 1949. 
Kowalchuk: Cleveland, Ohio. 
Irwin: Yeah, the air races there. The navy, U.S. Navy came in there with this 
airplane and that was a gigantic airplane, and I'm talking about 1949 now, and uh 
they pulled up to the ramp and the announcer said well count the ? when they come 
in . . . these Navy guys . . . but the guy said double deck . . . 
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Kowalchuk: No, but just before you go to this article which we do want to talk 
about, tell us again about this uh . . . 
Irwin: Well , there were only two of them ever built and the Navy uh done the some 
test work on this one here. It was called a lucky constitution, and they brought 
these to the air races there. They brought the uh they'd just come over from 
Cleveland, but they brought over 465 uh Navy personnel or globs as they referred 
to them as with their full kit, and they they marched off the, they counted them 
o f f . . . 
Kowalchuk: It's a military plane. 
Irwin: In the U.S. Navy, yeah. 
Kowalchuk: And you say 1940. 
Irwin: 1949. 
Kowalchuk: And it carried four hundred and . . . 
Kowalchuk: My. 
Irwin: They had 475. Think it normally seated around 200 people, but the trouble 
was at that time they didn't have big enough engines, piston engines, you see. 
Didn't give them enough power to support... that's a magnificent thing that that 
uh flying the . . . or Spruce Goose or whatever they want to call it, but that is a 
gigantic thing. It's down in uh, oh what do they call the damn place uh south of Los 
Angeles. 
Kowalchuk: Oakland, no that uh uh San Diego? 
Irwin: San Diego, no, no no. I can't think of the name. Anyway it's where the 
Queen Mary is. 
Kowalchuk: San Diego. 
Irwin: No, no. 
Kowalchuk: There's a big harbour in there. 
Irwin: Uh, yeah, but what do they call it. It's not on it, it may be off San Diego, I 
don't know, but it's right—the Queen Mary and it are side by each. 
Kowalchuk: Are they? 
Kowalchuk: Didn't we see the Queen Mary at San Diego? 
Kowalchuk: I thought we did, I thought we did, yeah. 
Irwin: Long Beach. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, Long Beach, oh. 
Irwin: And uh the same for this. They didn't have big enough engines, you know, 
to to support the plane. 
Kowalchuk: And that was a four, four, four-engine job, eh. Four engines? 
Irwin: Four, yeah. Six, no four. That's right. I don't I don't just vaguely 
remember them as seeing the machine, but it was, as I say, a double deck. Douglas 
later put out a similar airplane that was known as a Globe Master that was double 
decked. There was a roll of people below the people below, and it was a four 
engine deal. They were quite a successful airplane. 
Kowalchuk: Tell us about this other fellow. It says ' ' J.W. Irwin receives award for 
million safe air miles." Tell us about that. 
Irwin: Well , the uh that was I was the first one in the company to arrive at the 
million miles, by the way, too. 
Kowalchuk: Were you? 
Irwin: And I when I went with Sun, I set up their operation here—their flying 
operation. As I say, we had a beaver for the first two years I was based out of Peace 
River, and then we got this airplane which was later, that was before it was painted. 
We had a real beautiful paint job by the way. And all Sun airplanes were painted in 
the same manner. That's the Philadelphia Head Office airplane, and this is the one 
that we in Estevan, and we had one in Wetaskiwin, a session of 180s. And uh I was 
running that plane. 
Kowalchuk: So when did you get this award, Mr . Joe. Does it give a date? It says 
Calgary. Does it say a date? 
Kowalchuk: What's this Calgary pilot. You, you're a Calgary pilot. 
I rwin: I was working out of Calgary at that time. There was a Calgary division of 
Sun O i l , you see. 
Kowalchuk: So, Sun Oi l gave you the award. 
Irwin: Oh yes, yeah, oh yes. 
Kowalchuk: Are you saying that you made a million miles for Sun Oi l . 
I rwin: Just about two million. 
Kowalchuk: Lookit, right here is the certificate. 
Irwin: That's that's my first, what's the date on that? 
Kowalchuk: Well , this one has the eleventh day of September, 1961. 
Irwin: 61, yeah. I was within uh 170,000 of the second million before retiring. 
Kowalchuk: For Sun Oil? 
Irwin: For Sun Oi l , yeah. 
Kowalchuk: And in total, how many miles? 
Irwin: Hell , I wouldn't have any idea. I had many different "hurry up go 
airplanes" in this deal, but I had 28,600 hours. 
Kowalchuk: 2800. 
Kowalchuk: Could you take a picture of this, Gene? (They talk all at once, hard to 
understand what's being said) 
Irwin: And I was the first one in the Sun Oi l . We had 22 airplanes between the 
States and here, and uh I was the first one of the . . . They used to keep very 
accurate records, you know, of miles and passenger miles and all the rest. And uh I 
was the first one to pass that million miles with them. 
Kowalchuk: Very interesting. 
Irwin: Now, we're back farming again. That's my brother... down in Oakland. 
That's our combine, the first combines first came in in 1928,1 guess it was, 27. 
Kowalchuk: Put out by Case, is it. 
Irwin: Case, yeah. Holt. 
Kowalchuk: Holt? 
Irwin: Holt, that's this one, the queen of gold fields. I like this. 
Kowalchuk: Yeah, six months ago, I couldn't even spell engineer and now I r win. 
(Al l laugh) That's very good. 
Irwin: In Sun O i l , the engineering department was on the fourth floor. The drafting 
department was on the fifth floor, and old John Fox, this guy who ran the traps.. . 
used to be spies engineers. On each floor by the elevator there was a bulletin board. 
So old John he drew this thing up. 
Kowalchuk: Look at the spelling on that one there. (Al l are talking at once, hard to 
understand what's being said) 
Irwin: He came up with this. Each morning he would have a fresh one posted on 
the engineer department. 
Kowalchuk: This was in Calgary? 
Irwin: Yes. 
Kowalchuk: Of course, all in good fun, eh? 
Irwin: They'd tear it down next day, and old John would have it back again the 
next day. (Al l laugh) Couldn't even spell engineer in my department. 
Kowalchuk: Yeah, engineer is what I should have said. 
Irwin: That's uh these two airplanes are . . . designed them and built them in 
Edmonton, and this one here, I took down to Sault Ste. Marie when I went down 
there. That's an epic truck crash. That over pass at High River, a semi-trailer with 
a full semi-load of welding supplies, in fact, it was Welding Supplies Ltd.'s truck, 
and uh the road divides just north of the overpass, you know, and goes down 
again . . . and he was heading south under here, and he must have gone to sleep or 
something when he got off the side of the road, you know, and he hit this this this 
which swung him around and he came right on through the overpass 
that way. That's kind of deceptive there, that's the airplane off the truck, and there 
was about 75 or 80 yards ahead of the truck on the road. And that is the biggest 
piece that was left of the Kenworth. 
Kowalchuk: Goodness sakes. 
Irwin: And this driver was slightly injured, of course. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, I bet. 
Kowalchuk: He wasn't killed? 
Irwin: He was surprised. 
Kowalchuk: He was surprised, eh. 
Irwin: And uh that's that Fellow Canadian Air Tours Limited I was telling you 
about, you know. That that's that's I'm there, and uh that's pretty Bob. That's the 
guy that splashed my Hanson up at Cape and our shoot jumper, little 
Freddy McCal l . Freddy was the head of the outfit at the time and the rest of the 
bunch. That's G i l l McClare in there. He was one of my instructors. And 
, I know all of them if I can see them. 
Kowalchuk: How long did you say your training took? How long did you say your 
training took to be a pilot? 
Irwin: Well , we uh I started flying on the 4th of August, 1929, and I got my first 
license on the 13 of Apri l , I think it was, 1930. 
Kowalchuk: Mmhm, but you had some classroom instruction and some flying, of 
course. 
Irwin: Oh yeah. 
Kowalchuk: A few months of ground school and a few months of uh of practice. 
Irwin: No, you took your ground school 
Kowalchuk: At the same time. 
Irwin: At the same time. And, of course, you got your and the rest 
of it. This little monkey here that I still , uh his dad and I used to 
barnstorm together. In fact, his dad is in this group here. Here he is, here's Charley 
here. He was killed in June in 1937, and had the family of three, 
and the three of us got together and put Sandy through flying school. 
Kowalchuk: Did you? 
Irwin: in '41. I guess it was '42, and he went to work with the. He never ever flew 
as a co-pilot. 
Kowalchuk: Is that right? 
Irwin: And he was the first C P A crew to check out on the 747s, and he was on 747s 
until he retired. He retired, see on the new seniority system now, they don't figure 
60 or 65 any more. When your age and your years of service total 80, you're 
eligible for retirement if they want to let you retire, you see. And Sandy, of course, 
went at a very young age, he started off, and uh the result was he was 52 years old 
when he was eligible for retirement. 
Kowalchuk: Oh my goodness, that's pretty nice. 
Irwin: But he used to come up every summer. He had a little airplane of his own. 
He'd always come up and drop by on his holidays, so he was telling me, he said 
" M y God, I'm looking for retirement." And they had just got through. He had 
been about oh a year and a half I guess or two years on the 747, so at that time they 
had just gotten it. And it cost about 180,000 bucks, you know, to check a guy out 
on a 747. They're sure liable to let you retire. They just get through spending 
170,000 bucks on you, they they're not to let you retire. 
Kowalchuk: They make you apply f o r . . . 
Irwin: So about a month later he phoned me back. ' 'Guess what?" I said, 
' 'What?" He said, ' 'They told me if I stay, if I ' ll stay and till they 
get two more crews checked out that I could retire if I want to." So they let him go. 
The little sucker, over 5,000 bucks a month pension. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, is that right? Speaking of pensions, I don't suppose you were 
able to get any pension for all the flying that you ever did for your company. 
Irwin: No, from Sun Oi l . 
Kowalchuk: From Sun Oi l , that's the only . . . 
Irwin: I left C P A , I quit C P A , and uh so therefore no pension, and uh . . . 
Kowalchuk: How uh course if you were a younger person, how would you feel 
about flying these 747s? 
Irwin: Gosh . . . 
Kowalchuk: These guys had guts here. 
Kowalchuk: That'd be a piece of cake. (Al l are talking at once again, hard to 
understand) 
I r w i n : . . . fish in a rain barrel. You know, and and and the money they're paying 
nowadays. 
Kowalchuk: Of course. 
Irwin: Holy Christopher! $140,000 a year for God's sake! 
Irwin's wife: When we went to New Zealand, what was it two years ago, uh I said 
there's a pilot for CP Air what we were flying on okay, 747. And uh he said who, 
and they steward, no what do you call them? 
Irwin: Steward. 
Irwin's wife: He was there, and he said, "You're sure." And I says, "Yes , my 
husband used to fly for CP A i r . " "He did?" First thing you know he was on the 
phone and hey put him front. He left me anyway. He was going to fall over, but in 
the ocean he left me for two hours. He was flying and he says, "God , what are you 
guys getting all paid for what?'' 
Kowalchuk: It's all auto-pilot anyway, isn't it? They're on auto-pilot most of the 
time anyway, aren't there. 
Irwin: Flying on a 747 is, course mind you the point is that if everything fail, 
you've got to be able to cut it, see. 
Kowalchuk: Right, as a last resort, eh? 
Irwin: When I was down I was down uh five years ago, I guess four years ago to a 
christening. They wanted Mac's . . . Wardair, you know. 
Kowalchuk: Yes. 
Irwin: They bought a new uh we got a new DC-10 and they christen all their new 
ones. And so they flew a bunch of us done for the christening, and uh then they 
brought us back uh came back to Vancouver. I left from Calgary and I come back 
to went back over to Vancouver, and incidentally there was a young guy by the 
name of Martin. I say young guy, he's not so damn young now either, but Ronnie 
used to be uh I got him his first job that he had when he came out of the Ai r Force. 
Kowalchuk: Did you? 
Irwin: And uh then I got him on that fall with California Standard Oi l and uh he 
flew for them for until uh oh I don't know how many years ago but it was about the 
second or third year that Wardair were going when they got the jets, you see, and uh 
I got him on with Wardair, and uh he had based out of Toronto. So uh and that was 
at the christening, so uh I had to lay over until Sunday, you see, because a flight 
coming back over to to uh Vancouver so I thought well then young B i l l Miles that 
I'm glad that was with my son when he was killed in New Zealand, he's also with 
Wardair and working out of Toronto. So I phoned B i l l and he asked me about 
Ronnie, you see. He said, "Oh , hell, he lives out at Georgian Bay, about 70 miles 
out,'' and he had his phone number. So okay I spent the evening at Bi l l ' s and the 
next day I phoned Ronnie. ' 'Gees, what are you doing, what are you doing down 
here?" " W e l l , I come down for the christening." What the hell christening. 
" W e l l , " I said, "your stinking old airplane, DC-10." "Oh , Jesus, yeah," he said, 
"I heard about it. I just got in off a trip,'' and he said, "I missed the christening.'' 
"When are you going back?" I said. "Going back on Sunday." "I ' l l be ready." 
Clump, and so next thing he's in and uh tell me some more. Tell me what it's all 
about. So I told him. I says, "I'm going to Vancouver on Sunday." " W e l l , uh how 
who are you going to Vancouver with?" I said, "Wardair, I suppose. They flew us 
down here and they're flying back." "Christ," he says, "that's my trip. I'm going 
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to Honolulu on Sunday." He said, "That's my flight." "Stay, you're going to stay 
at my place. We ' l l go out on Sunday." So on Sunday when we go out, of course, I 
ride the flight deck, you see, all the way. And boy I ' l l tell you. I told Ronnie, I 
said, " B y God, boy, you ought to bliss furiously every time you pick up your 
cheque." (Al l laugh) In the old days a continental flight, it used to 
be a good two hours in your flight plan, alone, eh. Nowadays, you go up to a 
computer and get it all for you. You get your weather, get everything else. You got 
your whole flight plan alone. It's all on tape, you see. So your biggest deal is your 
cockpit check. And it does it takes about oh 45 minutes to 55 minutes, probably in 
there, to do a cockpit check. There's a hell of a lot of gadgets to check and 
everything. And uh so then your flight plan is plugged into the computer. So you 
call for clearance, so they give you the clearance for take o f f . . . So you taxi the 
airplane out until you have the runway. And now they give you takeoff clearance. 
Wel l , your computer has already told you, where you depending on how your 
airplane is loaded and so on, you see, their speed varies and where what they call a 
roll-through, you know, where you . . . jet, your roll-through speed. So you see the 
lineup in the runway and they give you takeoff clearance and you open the damps 
and then they, the power handles they call them now, they don't call them throttles, 
power handles, and the first officer takes over then to give the power until you're 
off, you see. You go t . . . hydraulic steering, steers the nose, you see. You drive it 
down the white line (all laugh, can't understanding everything)... air speed till 
you say it's a 161 notch, your roll-through. So when he gives you a 161 notches, 
you roll back to landing region, you plug in the , that's it. That's the 
extent of the flying you're doing. 
Kowalchuk: That's why you should blush when . . . 
Kowalchuk: This is, this is really interesting, when you were down to uh to this uh 
inaugral flight of Wardair, D C , the christening, this part of your your uh stuff here 
uh gentleman adventures of the air uh . . . 
Irwin: Yeah, that's this was uh one of the chaps I was telling you about who was on 
that book, Stan MacMillan. In fact, this particular airplane—this christening—was 
named the Stan MacMillan. 
Kowalchuk: Was it? 
Irwin: And Stan it was on the flight o f . . . 
Kowalchuk: Well , this little story would certainly would certainly tell you the 
facts about early flying in the north. 
Irwin: Oh yeah. 
Kowalchuk: And it says here it was, this article reproduced in its entirety, 
appeared in the National Geographic Magazine dated November, 1929. 
Irwin: Mmhm, mmhm. 
Kowalchuk: So this is really a, oh there he is there, eh. Uh interesting, interesting. 
Kowalchuk: Are you a personal friend of Max Ward's? 
Irwin: Oh hell, you know, Max . . . 
Kowalchuk: You'd know him quite well, wouldn't you? 
Irwin: I know him real well. 
Kowalchuk: Did he do some flying in the north country before he . . . 
Irwin: A bit. 
Kowalchuk: A bit. 
Irwin: It's another one of the epic stories in the aviation. 
Kowalchuk: Quite a bit of flying here, then? 
Irwin: Max, no. 
Kowalchuk: Not to the north, eh? 
Irwin: The guy who ran Max's, Max was had a Foxmoth in Yellowknife, and he 
did very little flying even with that airplane, but a guy by the name of Bron, Don 
Bron, Don incidentally was the first man ever to land in the north pole. 
Kowalchuk: Really. 
Irwin: And with a bristle freighter belonging to Wardair. In fact it's the airplane 
that's that's on the pedestal at the Yellowknife airport now. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, for heaven's sakes. 
Irwin: And uh Don ran that outfit there. And the guy who set up the the jet 
operation and got a hell a dirty deal out of it, too, who was a guy by the name of 
Jimmy MacGuire, and uh Jimmy set up the the, not only set up but financed the jet 
operation with Wardair. And then he worked himself into a heart attack, his second 
heart attack. He was with C P A for years, and went out of C P A about a year and a 
half, I guess, when this thing come up with Wardair. And he uh got the thing going 
again and then made a deal with Greyhound bus who actually financed the 
airplanes, and uh they got the first of the jets, and Jimmy organized that, and he had 
been flying on charter work with C P A . They were very angry with Jimmy because 
he wasn't going to ride, the little bugger, and he was the also the safety man for the 
Association, you see, and he was always continually at them when 
they were very anxious to get Jimmy out of their hair. So he had a heart attack, I 
think. Now he's on medical, you see, so they got him Jimmy relieved. So, but he 
was still on friendly terms with everybody but it was the 
Association thing. So C P A at that time had these Brittanias, the English airplanes 
with the big toro-prop deal. And when they got the first of the DC-8s they wouldn't 
they wouldn't check Jimmy out on the age figure he was getting. So he wound up 
on the Brittanias on charter work, you know, all over the damn world, you see, with 
the result that Jimmy MacGuire knew everybody in the world who was interested in 
charter working because this was what he was doing. So Max he got the bullet. 
Meanwhile, Wardair is broke. The Yellowknife operation . . . and they go no 
airplanes. So Jimmy said, well, now he knew these Brittania airplanes that C P A 
had. They used the British jet engine which nobody else in the Pacific area used. 
Now in all these areas they flew their maintenance, you see. Like C P A , for 
instance, in Vancouver does all the engine for the group and 
somebody else does the maintenance work on control services and so on, and they 
all keep stock at Honolulu and Guam, every place all over the damn city. And if 
you blow an engine, you pick up an engine at their spot, you see, change it and you 
exchange it and they switch these back and forth. So nobody of course had any 
engines. So they got to fly their own damn engine. If they lose an 
engine somewhere, anywhere, they've got to fly an engine out there if they're on 
the inter transcontinentals or intercontinental step, so they had to keep one of the 
DC-6Bs which is the freight version of a DC-6 with the wide door, you see, so that 
they could take those engines out in case they had an engine blow up on the 
Britannias. And they weren't doing nothing else with it. It was sitting there. 
Jimmy knew this, of course, you see. So he made a deal with C P A that they would 
make the airplane available to them on twelve hours notice if they ever needed it 
and they would lease the airplane and pay so much an hour, you see, for the 
which was a damn good deal. Because otherwise it was sitting in 
the hangar, and they still got to maintain it. So they made a deal with Jimmy. So 
then they uh got going again the charter business. No they got no dough to buy gas. 
So Jimmy and his wife put up 80,000 bucks for to finance more help and to get this 
going, you see. Now they're dealing on the on the first of the jets. What the hell 
did they have, a 737,1 think it was, a 727, the three-engine deal, you know. And 
incidentally, a 727, it's got three engines and a 737 has two. So anyway, they they 
uh while he was dealing on this engine, C P A blew an engine. In the meantime, the 
six, he's over in England on a charter, you see. So they uh give them a got on the 
blower and they said we need the airplane. We got to take an engine to Fij i or 
wherever the hell they were going. Oh hell well that we got is booked. It's booked 
on a charter. Right, the deal was that twelve hours notice we were to have the 
airplane. You better get it here. It ' ll be back the day after tomorrow on the account 
that it's waiting for a load, you see, coming back, I ' l l show you. Disrupt our 
schedule. Don't say no more. And soon as the airplane got back, it disrupted all of 
his schedules. (Al l laugh) Give, now. Meanwhile, now they got the 737 or 727 so 
they carry on. The deal was that Jimmy was supposed to get suck, you see, or the 
his 80,000 bucks. And the first jet goes good. Now they need two. So Jimmy, of 
course, is going like a madman on this damn thing. And they're getting things set 
up, works himself into another heart attack. The second morning he was in the 
goddamn General Hospital with his heart attack, Ward terminated him, and he 
nearly had to sue them to get his money back, and he got 60,000 of the deal. 
Kowalchuk: Is that right? Hm. We saw Max. He flew down to Hawaii one year 
with us on the same flight. 
Irwin: Max is a real fellow well met. 
Kowalchuk: Is that right? 
Irwin: But Max never actually done any flying. 
Kowalchuk: Didn't do that much, eh? Okay, uh just finish up this album. 
Irwin: Jimmy McGuire was the guy that set his stuff up. That's uh . . . 
Kowalchuk: That's another group o f . . . 
I rwin: (Too much noise in background, can't understand first bit of talk here). . . 
airplanes were at Fort Believe it or not he flew right 
into the water. You see that's the floats off the airplane. 
Kowalchuk: Oh yes. 
Irwin: At the front's gridder bar. Busted right off. That's the airplane. There were 
four of them in it and nobody got a scratch. 
Kowalchuk: Oh my. 
Irwin: That's Kathleen Stinson, the first mail flight from between Lethbridge and 
Calgary. In think that was about 1919. 
Kowalchuk: Southern Alberta, then, eh? 
Irwin: That's my son in his Ai r Force class and his chum here. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, what's this? 
Irwin: That's my boy. When he was in the Ai r Force there out of Winnipeg, they 
were down, this confederate Air Force is an American deal. A bunch of guys down 
in the millionaire area in Houston there. They're all World War II airplanes, you 
know, fighter planes and bombers and so on, and they they uh brought this stuff up 
to run air shows all over the country. And uh everybody had lots of dough, you 
know, and everybody's a Colonel. They're entering nothing but Colonels. 
Kowalchuk: Oh. (Al l laugh) 
Irwin: And Jack who was down there with part of their group on the air show, the 
made him a Colonel in the confederate Air Force. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, for heaven's sakes. (Al l laugh) Interesting, April 1,1959. That's 
cute. 
Irwin: That's Jack there. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, that's your son there, eh. Uh huh. So he he got killed, you said 
uh in . . . 
I rwin: In New Zealand in 1965. 
Kowalchuk: And this was in a plane crash o r . . . 
Irwin: Yeah, yeah he was doing top-dressing. 
Kowalchuk: Is that right. 
Irwin: He he was on the C P A and they had a temporary lay off uh from September, 
I guess it was, until May. In the meantime, he and his chum had heard of these jobs 
in New Zealand on, they call it top-dressing—it's spreading fertilizer on it, you see. 
Kowalchuk: Oh yes. 
Irwin: And uh they were uh went down there for the winter life. They knew there 
was no going back on in the spring with C P A . And uh he was down there seven 
weeks and he lost the end off a wing. 
Kowalchuk: Oh my, that's all he was down there, oh boy. Yeah, that's terrible. 
Irwin: That's I was showing you there where these 
in the 747 . . . (can't understand what he says here) He was eleven years old. Of 
course, he couldn't get a license until he was sixteen. That's Norman Wells in 
1945. This I like. This I like. 
Irwin's wife: That's with the pilots? 
Irwin: Have several copies of it. 
Kowalchuk: I was going to ask you, Joe . . . 
Irwin: I'm a great Oiler fan. I cut that out for him. 
Kowalchuk: Before you as we, yeah, sorry, before you talk about those pictures, 
uh I don't know if I asked you before how it was you weren't ever recruited. You 
were 26 when you came to Athabasca, and you were flying for Macintosh. You 
weren't uh you didn't join the Armed Forces at all . 
Irwin: No, well, at those times uh the only way that you'd get in with the Ai r Force 
was university education . . . 
Kowalchuk: Oh, I see. 
Irwin: And short courses. There was, you see, the Air Force was nothing until the 
war started. There was no, I don't know, a very very small number of people in the 
Air Force and recruitment into the Air Force was unheard of thinking, and you had 
university was part of the requirement. 
Kowalchuk: I see. 
Irwin: And uh but they did run instrument courses, like blind-flying courses as it 
was called in those times, and you could get in on these short courses, and that's the 
only way, the only access you had to the Ai r Force. Well , then by the time that the 
war started, I was . . . (can't understand this little bit here) was about the best I 
could do or the instructor... 
Kowalchuk: You must have had to take some extra training when Gene mentioned 
instrument flying, so you must have had to take a course on that after. 
Irwin: I took my uh my uh transport license as you call it. Let's see that box over 
there, Gene. Uh my airline transport or public transport the first license was known 
as. 
Kowalchuk: Public transport, okay. 
Irwin: And then they they changed the license issue in 1952,1 think it was. It was 
changed then to what's called an airline transfer which is a top license that you can 
get. And uh I got that at Boden, at the Air Force down there, that's the day I was 
sold. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, uh huh. 
Irwin: That's my . . . 
Kowalchuk: You've got some great pictures. Gosh, we're going to have to get 
some pictures of your pictures. We have a camera at the archives you know that 
can take pictures of these. 
Irwin: Do you? 
Kowalchuk: Oh yes. 
Kowalchuk: That interests me very much because I've got some pictures that I 
won't take of my pictures. 
Kowalchuk: Okay, you know what. You have to come down then one evening. 
We can arrange for that, Joe. We can arrange to have those pictures taken. 
Irwin: Oh good, good. 
Kowalchuk: Actually, we prefer people to come because you know, these pictures 
are very precious and we'd rather not just take them from you. We were rather you 
were there, we take the pictures, and then you can take them right back, because 
people don't like to let go of those, and I can understand why. Well anyway, uh 
we're going to talk some more but just so that we'd, in fact, i f we get off this tape, 
we're going to do the back and they could redo it for us after because I want to get 
this in. Before we get on to some more talk here, I really would like you to tell us 
what you remember of Athabasca in those days, Joe. 
Irwin: Well , uh in what would you mean o f . . . 
Kowalchuk: When you were working for Macintosh. 
Irwin: W h a t . . . 
Kowalchuk: What the town was like, some of the people there, uh how much time 
you spent there, what sort of things you would have done. 
Irwin: That is something really that you don't pay that much attention to. But 
when I stop and think there was uh, let me see now, the old power house used to be 
there, I guess, to to to uh spare old Elmer Hershberger on motors and . . . give him a 
day off because they worked there like a horse. 
Kowalchuk: Now you mentioned Hershberger. 
Irwin: Hm? 
Kowalchuk: Hershberger, did you say? 
Irwin: Yeah, yeah. 
Kowalchuk: Which Hershberger? 
Irwin: Elmer, Elmer Hershberger. 
Kowalchuk: Not Elmer. There was just a Hershberger killed here. Would that be 
his dad? 
Irwin: No, that wasn't the Hershberger. No, no. 
Kowalchuk: Oh no, that wasn't Hershberger, that was uh Horsemeyer. I'm sorry, 
that's right, but we did have Hershbergers there now. I'm sorry. 
Irwin: No, Hersh was the was the engineer at the powerhouse. 
Kowalchuk: Okay, go ahead. 
Irwin: And uh the power house used to be in Fort Macleods. He set the Macleods 
store. 
Kowalchuk: Tha t . . . 
Irwin: The creamery. 
Kowalchuk: Oh yes, the creamery. 
Irwin: The creamery and the powerhouse were one, and then uh Alberta 
Government Telephones had on that street on there was a what was on the bottom 
there, in Parker's Hall . 
Kowalchuk: Yes, at the corner. 
Kowalchuk: Philipzyk. 
Kowalchuk: Philipzyk had John Deere. 
Irwin: Yeah, yeah and Parker's Hall was upstairs and uh the church, the Anglican 
church was still there. 
Kowalchuk: At the present site, yes. 
Irwin: And uh east of that, gosh there wasn't much of anything until the old 
hospital. I don't know what businesses that were in there. The Legion I guess 
w a s . . . 
Kowalchuk: The Legion would have been there I guess, would have it? 
Kowalchuk: Was the old hospital 
Kowalchuk: Well , the old hospital w a s . . . 
I rwin: The old, old hospital. Be just in uh where they hm what's their now, the 
Health Unit. 
Kowalchuk: Yes, the Health Unit's even gone up, but I know where you mean 
because Archie had a house very close to the hospital there. 
Irwin: And then that uh hospital was on that corner and then you went up the hill 
up to where we in fact where we used to land, would have been, well, they never 
ever got that straightened out pretty good, but it would have been up right near 
where the school is, on top of the hil l . 
Kowalchuk: You're right, Joe. You're right. We live there now, on the south hi l l , 
and that used to be landing grounds. Yes. 
Irwin: On the south hil l , Schumakars and uh wait a minute, what was his name, 
Davie Jones, was sort of heading the sports committee or something that they had 
there, and they had organized a group to chop that airstrip out when it was first put 
out there and one went in in '33. And uh there was nothing south there, at all , 
except the grounds, actually the fair grounds, I guess they call them. And then uh 
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down the other way, down from the hospital, there was store. 
Kowalchuk: Yes. 
Irwin: And uh . . . 
Kowalchuk: Mike's store. 
Kowalchuk: Well , they used to be Demchuk's store. Demchuk was later maybe. 
Irwin: Yeah, but I mean on the other street over uh by where the Salvation Army is 
now coming down from the hospital. 
Kowalchuk: That's where Mike Demchuk used to be. 
Kowalchuk: Well , yes, bu t . . . 
Kowalchuk: That big red brick building. That's where he had his store that one 
time. 
Kowalchuk: Well , where Dr. Wright used to have, that corner where the salvation 
army is or it's actually the Farmer's Market now, is that's where Dr. Wright's 
medical practice was. 
Irwin: That's right, that's right, and then he was down in the hotel, too. 
Kowalchuk: That's later, he was by the hotel, yeah. 
Irwin: But uh then down the hill was hm store and uh Faulkner's 
Hardware. 
Kowalchuk: Faulkner's Hardware. 
Irwin: Mackie's store. 
Kowalchuk: Mackie . . . 
Kowalchuk: Reddenwhite uh 
Kowalchuk: Redden, did Redden have a store? 
Irwin: Yeah, Reddenwhite. And then what uh Hingley's was on the corner. 
Kowalchuk: Hingley's was on the corner, mmhm. 
Irwin: And then on the next street over 
Kowalchuk: West, you mean now. 
Irwin: No, east from there would have been uh . . . 
Kowalchuk: Delivery barn. 
Irwin: Delivery barn. 
Kowalchuk: Steve Schinkinger. 
Irwin: Delivery barn was there. 
Kowalchuk: Steve Schinkinger, uh 
Irwin: Yeah, yeah, Schinkinger. That's who I was talking to. Tony, Tony 
Kowalchuk: Oh, Tony. 
Kowalchuk: Steve. 
Irwin: Steve, Steve had a woodworking shop. 
Kowalchuk: Woodworking shop, yes. 
Kowalchuk: Tony was on the other street. He had that Honda shop at one time and 
uh 
Irwin: Mmhm, and uh the hotel there, Macleod's store, that's not Macleod 
Macleod's, but Macleod brothers. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, I see. 
Kowalchuk: B i l l Macleod. 
Irwin: Uh Alex and B i l l . 
Kowalchuk: Oh, I can't remember that. 
Irwin: And they also had a tie cutting operation out in Baptiste Lake, and uh 
Kowalchuk: Did they? 
Kowalchuk: On the other street, A l Sharp had a blacksmith. 
Irwin: Yeah, yeah, A l Sharp's blacksmith shop. 
Kowalchuk: Was Poohatch, were Poohatches in there with the bakery at that time 
or is there some . . . 
Kowalchuk: No, it was J J . Much. 
Kowalchuk: Oh Much was before that. Well , he was a J.P. as well, wasn't he? 
Irwin: Yeah, yeah, and uh 
Kowalchuk: And the Post Office, where was the old 
Irwin: The Post Office was where the or what do they call the store 
now? 
Kowalchuk: Tee-Jay's? 
Kowalchuk: No, no. 
Irwin: Tab or Tag store or something. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, Tag store, on the corner there? 
Irwin: Yeah (all are talking at once, can't understand everything here). 
Kowalchuk: Oh, I see. 
Kowalchuk: Tore it down here, five or six years ago. That red brick building. 
Balas. 
Irwin: Balas, Balas, Balas, yeah. 
Kowalchuk: Balas, Balas, in the thirties? 
Irwin: Balas was the funeral director. 
Kowalchuk: Funeral director, Blacklock. (Again all are talking here at once, can't 
catch everything) But Shaws, Shaw did you say? 
Irwin: Shaw's Meat Market was across from uh Parker's hall. 
Kowalchuk: Well , did Shaw's start in the thirties, must have been, or late thirties? 
Kowalchuk: Taylors had a store there and Priece's had a store. 
Kowalchuk: Do you remember attending any functions, any dances, or anything 
like that? 
Irwin: Oh, I used to go to the odd dance there, yeah. 
Kowalchuk: Did you? 
Irwin: There was always moonshine available under the hay and the sleighs down 
b y . . . 
Kowalchuk: Oh, you're serious, is that right? 
Irwin's wife: Who was it that had to help fire up when the other guy was kind o f . . . 
Irwin: Well , I used to relieve old Hersh was always out night shift. 
Jack Van Dyke used to be the creamery, he run the creamery there. 
Kowalchuk: Before Mr. Donahue came, eh? 
Irwin: Uh Angus Macleod and Van Dyke owned the creamery and Van Dyke had 
and he used to tend in the day time and then Hersh had the 
twelve-hour shift at midnight at night and the Polsen boys had the wood contract. 
Kowalchuk: Polten? 
Irwin: Polten, yeah. 
Kowalchuk: Polsen or Polten? 
Kowalchuk: Polten. 
Irwin: Polten, yeah. And the little buggers, there were supposed to be, there was 
40% dry wood and the rest would be green, you see. And it was usually about 90% 
green and 10% wet, and you wanted to try fire in a boiler in the winter time with 
this kind of stuff. Jesus, old Hersh, the poor old devil, he had put through, oh hell, 
10,15 cord of wood a night, you know. 
Kowalchuk: Sure, so Joe would you remember farm people coming in uh with 
u h . . . 
Irwin: Odd ones of them. 
Kowalchuk: They came very rarely I suppose. Once a week if they could do that. 
Irwin: Well , yes, probably once a week, and I uh don't remember too many of 
them. Now there was the uh the uh oh Willies 
Kowalchuk: Yes. 
Irwin: Willies and uh, what was his name, would have been south of Kierre's there. 
We used to land at Kierre's farm. 
Kowalchuk: You mean Minnses, Minns, Macleod? 
Irwin: Minnses, I knew there was no. Another time he had a butcher shop for a 
while in town, and he lived just south of Kierre's and Hans Eherer 
Kowalchuk: Armfelt, Hans Armfelt? 
Irwin: No, Eherer. Armfelt was out towards the lake that way. Hans Eherer, I 
think it was 
Kowalchuk: Or was that Joe Eherer. 
Irwin: Joe Eherer. 
Kowalchuk: Yes, yes. 
Irwin: Uh he lived south there and this other chap, I can't think of his name. He 
was a tall, slim fellow and he had a butcher shop in town for a while, and he lived 
south of Kierre's there on that road, and uh then there was uh oh 
Kowalchuk: Of course, when the north of the river we would have had the 
Gormans and uh the Byrtuses. 
Irwin: Yeah, Gormans and and uh Weldons. 
Kowalchuk: Weldons, oh yes. 
Irwin: And uh Andy or Tony Anderson, and uh Carl Carlton. 
Kowalchuk: Schmelzles. 
Kowalchuk: Schmelzles. 
Irwin: And uh Schmelzles and Gislasons. 
Kowalchuk: Gislasons, yes. 
Irwin: And uh what was the old fellow? Now we bought an old thrashing outfit 
from him. He was on the new road. He had an old 10-20 case and a hand-fed 
thrashing separator, and it sat in the fence corner there for years, and we bought that 
from him. 
Kowalchuk: North of the river? 
Irwin: Mmhm. 
Kowalchuk: It wouldn't be Byrtus or Cavuloc, wouldn't be those. 
Irwin: No, what the heck was his name? 
Kowalchuk: Because I know my uncle Paul had one of the first machines . . . 
I r w i n : . . . (can't hear everything here) it was right in the corner in the road 
there . . . used to sit in the back there. I bought it in 1937,1 think it was. 
Kowalchuk: Not Rogers, who else would have been north there? 
Irwin: And, of course, now in those times, they were Webbs were at Calling Lake. 
Kowalchuk: Webbs, were they? 
Irwin: Yeah, yeah, and uh their dad was there, too, at that time. Mrs. Webb had 
just died uh before the winter for a couple of winters before I went in there, and uh 
Len, uh Len, yeah, was her Dad. He later moved up to Indian cabins into Hay 
River, but the boys and the boys moved out to the settlement, but they were all in 
Calling Lake at that time. The girl moved with them, too. 
Kowalchuk: And, I'm sorry. 
Irwin: Uh oh heck Haub boys and uh 
Kowalchuk: Oh yes. Would you have seen a lot of the Metis people, Indian people 
in Athabasca, a lot of Indian or Metis people in town, coming in in the thirties. 
Irwin: Well , not that I came across. The one thing that did impress me, though, 
very much when I first went there was the number of negroes or black people. 
Kowalchuk: Oh yes, the black people in Amber Valley. 
Irwin: I didn't realize that until I went there. That used to be a tremendous 
setdement at one time. There was some damn fine people out there too. 
Kowalchuk: Oh yes, oh yes, yes, there were quite there was quite a large group of 
people, yeah. Uh . . . 
Irwin: The Edwards' were the only ones that I ever knew very much. 
Kowalchuk: Old Jack Edwards. 
Irwin: They were into boxing and baseball, that sort of thing, quite a bit. 
Kowalchuk: So you attended dances, uh what, can you describe the women, how 
were they dressed in the thirty, in the late thirties, like '38, '39, when you might of 
or early '40s. Wha t . . . 
Irwin: Well . 
Kowalchuk: You know, I remember my mother.. . 
Irwin: Who pays attention . . . 
Kowalchuk: Did you remember any of them ever wearing long dresses? I 
distincdy remember my mother going out in a long dress. 
Irwin: Oh yeah, oh yes, yes, there were long dresses. But then I mean that changes 
even now. It goes from long to short so quickly. 
Kowalchuk: So quickly. Who would provide the music say at a dance? What kind 
of music? 
Irwin: Well , uh there there was a musical group that was on there 
with the Hershberger one. The Hershbergers or else the oldest one, Dorothy, 
Dorothy and Jim Kierre and uh what was this other girl, her dad I think ran the 
elevators, and uh who the heck was the other? They had a musical group that were 
quite popular. 
Kowalchuk: So it wasn't unusual to find women in the band then, eh? 
Irwin: Oh no, no. 
Kowalchuk: Did Fred Brant play at that time? 
Irwin: Pardon? 
Kowalchuk: Did Fred Brant play drums at that time? Fred, Fred, that was later on. 
When I was in there actually. 
Kowalchuk: Frank Faulkner, Frank Faulkner played piano? 
Irwin: Yeah, Frank played the piano, yes, and Dorothy played the piano and this 
other guy that I was talking about and Fred Brant, Fred was driving the bus. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, was he? 
Irwin: And he was a fine guy. Gosh, I used to like Fred. 
Kowalchuk: Yes, so okay and what . . . 
Irwin: And old Slim Nelson's garage. 
Kowalchuk: Slim Nelson, yes, yes. 
Irwin: Slim, I used to do the Slim's welding for me. That was when they first came 
out with the the uh you had to have a tickets, you see. He had a guy with a ticket, 
but the only thing wrong with it he couldn't weld, and so I had to deal with Slim. I 
don't have no ticket, but I used to be able to weld. I used to come in and stay over 
over night or a night or two, or whatever it took and . . . I'd do. 
Kowalchuk: You'd stay over night? Would you stay at the hotel? 
Irwin: No, I stayed for uh the part of the at that uh Royal Cafe. 
Kowalchuk: Oh yes, they had rooms above it, that's true. How much would you 
have paid for a room then, say, in the late thirties. 
Irwin: Oh gosh, if I remember it was a dollar and a half or two dollars or something 
like that. 
Kowalchuk: Yeah, and what would a good meal at the cafe cost? 
Kowalchuk: Less than a dollar. 
Irwin: Oh yeah, 90 cents, a dollar. 
Kowalchuk: Is that right? A cup of coffee was what, 10 cents? 
Irwin: Nickel. 
Kowalchuk: Nickel. 
Irwin: Nickel, yeah. (Can't hear what's being said in background) 
Kowalchuk: What other activities would you have, were there any card parties uh? 
Irwin: Oh yes, there was always lots of card parties. 
Kowalchuk: Any gambling, any gambling? 
Irwin: No, of course not. That's illegal. (Laughs) 
Kowalchuk: You never got in on any of those poker games? 
Kowalchuk: Did you hear of any poker games? 
Irwin: Hell , yes, there used to be some good poker names. 
Kowalchuk: Well , it's surprising because there was so little money and yet you say 
there was some good poker games. 
Irwin: Yeah, yeah, and you know another thing, too, down home at a little town 
called Brant uh that uh in there used to be the biggest poker games in the dog gone 
country used to be in that town. 
Kowalchuk: What would a good pot be then? 
Irwin: Well , I 'll tell you one pot that was in down there. The biggest one that was 
ever in there. There was a chap who had a big farm just out of Vulcan in the hay. 
He had a quarter section of land, a carpenter,... for Neil Peterson, had a material 
and labour for a seven-room house. Chap that was a partner in the 
grocery store had his half share of the grocery store. The poolroom or the poolroom 
one in one pot and Higgy won it. 
Kowalchuk: So this thing about losing your house and wife and everything is true, 
literally true? 
Irwin: Damn true. 
Kowalchuk: Oh my goodness. But they did have, I know they did have gambling 
in Athabasca. I won't mention any names that I've heard of. 
Irwin: Oh yes, God yeah. Usually there were there were well I used to float two 
games in Brant. There was one used in the back of the pool h a l l . . . 
Kowalchuk: Oh yes, the pool hall. 
I rwin: And it was on a couple nights a week and in the Chinese restaurant across 
the street. That's where the big games were. 
Kowalchuk: Ah , the big games were, upstairs? 
Irwin: Yeah. 
Kowalchuk: Upstairs, Oh I think I've . . . 
I rwin: And incidentally on that that same poker joint or gambling joint there they 
uh two young fellows in harvest time, they used to go out at Richard's 
harvesting 
Kowalchuk: Oh yes. 
Irwin: Out thrashing uh . . . (cant hear Kowalchuk or Irwin very well here because 
both are talking at the same time) and uh two of these fellows they knew heard 
about these poker games. They knew about them, and uh they held up the game but 
the held up the wrong game and they got the small one instead of the big one. 
Kowalchuk: You mean they held them up literally for money? 
Irwin: Oh yes. 
Kowalchuk: They had guns. Did they have guns? 
Irwin: And they made the very serious mistake of they had them old pistols, and 
then when they fired this pistol into their ceiling, you know, to draw their attention 
to the fact that they were being held up. And now that makes it armed robbery, you 
see. 
Kowalchuk: What year was this? Do you remember? 
Irwin: In uh 1923 and he got 20 years. 
Kowalchuk: Oh you heard about that after you came to Athabasca, then? 
Irwin: No, no. I lived down there until 1923. I was living there at that time. 
Kowalchuk: Oh this was not in Athabasca? 
Irwin: No, no. 
Kowalchuk: I thought you said, I was going to be interested. 
Irwin: No, this wasn't in Athabasca, but the poor guys. I used to go to the odd one 
even i f I couldn't afford poker games. 
Kowalchuk: No, so how big was you didn't hear of any real big wins in 
Athabasca? 
Irwin: I never heard of any real big wins, no. 
Kowalchuk: Uh huh, though later, I think there were thousands of dollars they say 
passed through hands, but 
Irwin: Any place where there's poker games there'll be big stakes sometimes. 
(Can't understand rest clearly) 
Kowalchuk: Okay, uh what other kind of things would they have. Would you have 
attended any picnics, ball games? 
Irwin: Picnics, ball games, sports, there were a lot more sports going on and it was 
uh 
Kowalchuk: Hard ball, that was fast and not to fast ball. It was hard ball in those 
days. 
Irwin: Hard ball, yes, yeah. 
Kowalchuk: Amber Valley, in fact, had a very very famous team in the fourties, 
didn't they? 
Irwin: Yes sir, and and they uh the uh Amber Valley outfit had a darn good ball 
team. They used to have a semi-pro ball team. 
Kowalchuk: Well , July 1st was always a big time, and I see that that pilot Irwin 
here I see in the that your wife is giving me, it says the airplanes 
stunts by pilot Irwin were a fascinating sight as he nose dived and cork-screwed 
over the grounds in town. (Laughs) That was about that 
Kowalchuk: July, 1934. 
Kowalchuk: July, 1934. So you were giving Athabascans a thrill here, were you? 
Irwin: Yeah, but that's when they gave the parachute jump on. Georgia Ward. I 
believe its in that, I got that. . . as a matter of fact. She's still alive by the way, too. 
Kowalchuk: Georgia Ward, yes, the little lady oh the modest littie lady 
parachutist. My goodness, was as cool as she was brave and gave Athabascans a 
real thrill. She jumped at 2000 feet. So you were the pilot for here. 
Irwin: Yeah, yeah. 
Kowalchuk: Goodness sake. So would you get paid for something like that? 
Irwin: Well , the Schumakar boys had a had a $400 guarantee to appear with the 
airplane on the parachute jump the year before. Now what they got out of it 
because they didn't I was going to do the parachute jump, actually. And I wanted 
to fly an airplane. And uh then they so what they got for it I don't know but in those 
times they used to be able in any town of any size would pay us. 
Kowalchuk: So the town would hire you. 
Irwin: Yeah. 
Kowalchuk: Who was the name of them in Athabasca? 
Irwin: Uh oh God don't ask me. Uh but the guy that we were dealing with was . . . 
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Joe Irwin interview 
by V i and Gene Kowalchuk 
Kowalchuk: That's your commercial air pilot certificate, flying machines in 
brackets. This certifies Joseph William Irwin whose address is Brant, Alberta and 
whose photograph is attached is authorized by the Minister of National Defence to 
act as pilot and in brackets, paid or unpaid, o f . . . They filled in light lime machine 
machines when used either for private, state, or commercial purposes. 
Irwin: Yes, some were in white categories at that time. Then you have them 
endorsed for the different 
Kowalchuk: Yes, medium and then heavy. Uh huh, and this is dated the 13th day 
of May, 1931. And who signed this, controller of civil aviation, I can't see the 
name. 
Irwin: Uh 
Kowalchuk: I don't suppose you'd remember. Not that it matters that much, I 
suppose. 
Irwin: Gees, I don't remember. No Cully was with later . . . 
Kowalchuk: No, it doesn't matter. 
Irwin: And uh believe it or not I used to have hair in those days, too. 
Kowalchuk: Yes, I see that. Mm, very handsome young fellow. But when they 
they write out the conditions under which you are to fly, for heaven's sakes. 
Irwin: And you uh had day and night endorsements as well as the class 
endorsements, so then on the on the airline transport, this was an unlimited license 
here. 
Kowalchuk: Mmhm, oh unlimited eh? That was a later one issued to you later on 
then. 
Irwin: Airline airline transport, well they changed the whole license setup in 1952. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, did they? 
Irwin: Actually, it was changed twice. 
Kowalchuk: Was it? 
Irwin: Uh this uh setup here, this same type book license like this, up until 1952 
and the senior license above the commercial was was known as a public transport 
license, and then in 1952 they changed it to this license here. 
Kowalchuk: To this one here, uh huh. 
Irwin: This is the the . . . 
Kowalchuk: When they say Minister of Transport, would that be from Ottawa, 
would that be issued from Ottawa? 
Irwin: Mmhm, mmhm. 
Kowalchuk: It would be, mmhm. I suppose all of these have to be. It wasn't a 
provincial thing, it was a federal. . . So who do you actually credit with getting you 
started in this in this uh lifetime of flying? Was it Macintosh then? 
Irwin: No, I didn't know Mac until I come up here in 1934 which was when I 
f i rs t . . . 
Kowalchuk: And you started before that? So who actually who'd you credit with 
that? 
Irwin: Well , I . . . 
Kowalchuk: You just personally got involved, interested. 
Irwin: Watching the old prairie airmail go over, I guess. We were right on the 
road . . . 
Kowalchuk: As kids, eh? Did you? Well . 
Irwin: And used to always dream about one of them days I'm going to do that, too. 
Jack's license there somewhere? (Al l are talking, can't understand everything) Uh 
but uh it was just a dream I had when I was a kid. 
Kowalchuk: Oh sure. And you saw it come through, yeah. I was going to uh oh 
did we we were going to look at this. That's what we were going to do. What is all 
this here? You've just given us some pictures here. 
Irwin: Oh that's uh that's what they call an OX-5 engine. That's one of the early, 
it's a pre-war thing, actually—a pre-World War I. Uh and these engines were used 
extensively in the old Curtis airplane, Curtis trainers, Jennies as they were known 
as. And they had just one set of spark plugs or single ignidon and they were rated at 
90 horse power. Well then after the war there were jillions of these engines 
available and there were a jillion different airplanes built using those engines, you 
see, because they were a cheap engine, or available cheaply. Well then in 1932 
here they uh air transport borne made it mandatory that anything over 40 horse 
power had to have dual ignidon and to maybe some spark plugs and 
uh 2-H cylinder. So they the same engine that they would have used different 
cylinders on them with two spark plugs and added another mag. So the OX-5s were 
uh uh drug on the market, and I hung on to that engine. That's a historic thing now. 
Kowalchuk: M m , I should say. 
Irwin: And I donated it to the Calgary Aerospace Museum here three years ago. 
Kowalchuk: So your last year of flying was u h . . . 
Irwin: 1966. 
Kowalchuk: 1966, mmhm. And so you you uh you took to farming, did you then, 
or what? 
Irwin: No, uh I never went back to the farm. But that's the old thrashing engine we 
used to have at home. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, I see, at home, eh. 
Irwin: I used to run that in the old days. The last year I run it was in 1930. Well 
then we were having a family reunion here a few years back. Actually I was going 
to go on the museum circuit with it. This was in 1917. 
Kowalchuk: M y goodness. 
Irwin: It sat in the fence corner for well 46 years and uh so I decided well I gotta 
get this thing running. So that's not an explosion, that's just when I had it tore 
down. That was when I had it finished it up at the family reunion. That's my older 
brother and my younger brother and my sister. 
Irwin's wife: And they're sdll alive, all of them. 
Irwin: And we had a haywagon and took all the kids for a ride in it at the reunion. 
Kowalchuk: So you you after you setded down, what made you come to 
Rochester? 
Irwin: Well , I came uh I started a bee outfit, you see, when I left flying and uh 
when you got bees, you got to have bee pasture. I knew there was bee pasture up in 
this country. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, yes, so you . . . you got the land. 
Kowalchuk: Those old steamers had Armstrong power steering, eh? 
Irwin: You're damn right it was Armstrong power steering. Sure was Armstrong 
starting, too. 
Kowalchuk: So, what do you enjoy most about life today? 
Irwin: Uh . . . 
Kowalchuk: Have you travelled a lot? 
Irwin: Roamed around quite a bit. 
Kowalchuk: Quite a bit since you . . . 
Irwin: We uh had intended to go to New Zealand this winter but uh I had a little 
birthday present of a stroke and that changed plans a little bit. 
Kowalchuk: Changed plans, oh, so you went and postponed it for now, eh. Where 
have you people been? Where have you travelled? 
Irwin: Well we went out twice to New Zealand and Australia and uh last winter we 
spent a year ago went down to Florida and came back across the south part. We 
brought a motor home back from Fort Lauderdale and we drove across the southern 
States and then up the west coast. Got back the end of March. But uh I never had 
my long Johns on but four days from the time I left here till I got back so and they 
had a nice winter here. It was 18° warmer here in Calgary than it was in 
Irwin's wife: At my sister's place in 
Kowalchuk: My goodness. Have you been to Europe, you people? 
Irwin: No, we haven't. We intend to go next year, I guess. 
Kowalchuk: Or the Orient, you haven't been to the Orient. 
Irwin: No, no, no, haven't been to the Orient. But these are . . . get them done or 
not. Depends on how this thing goes. 
Kowalchuk: But you've seen a lot of Canada, haven't you? 
Irwin: Oh I've seen Canada pretty well from . . . 
Kowalchuk: I don't want to sound like I'm putdng Rochester down or any small 
town, small town, but you've been around, you've seen a lot of the world. What 
made you setde in a small town like like Rochester? 
Irwin: I wouldn't live in a city i f you give me it. 
Kowalchuk: You wouldn't live in the city? 
Irwin: Hell , no. 
Kowalchuk: No, I don't blame you. 
Irwin: There's uh life in the city is for the birds. 
Kowalchuk: Well , why Rochester and not Boyle or? 
Kowalchuk: Well , because he said he had the bees. 
Irwin: Well I came here well actually I knew that there was bee pasture here and 
that's what I was interested in. And I knew the area from being around through 
here. 
Kowalchuk: Is this two, excuse me, is this two, are these two deer or what is that? 
Irwin: Yes, that's uh on the deer harvest in New Zealand. That's a very interesting 
thing that uh they uh it's a scary thing when you go there. You see this gadget on 
the nose of the . . . 
Kowalchuk: This is a helicopter he's in, all right, and this? 
Irwin: That that is a net that uh that fires from uh or they have a a sawed off well a 
breach of a hire-powered rifle but the back of the power to four uh angular tubes 
through each corner of the net, you see. So that when they fire this it spreads the net 
out and it wil l put it over the deer. You've seen them trapping animals in the jungle 
and that they would ride beside them and throw a net over them. Well this is to do 
with the helicopters and this is in terrificly rough country like you see here. 
Kowalchuk: Oh so that's why they used. . . 
Irwin: That's where the deer are and they're a nuisance. 
Kowalchuk: These were wild deer then. 
Irwin: Wi ld deer, yes, and uh this was when they first started off. They used to 
harvest them. There was a market in West Germany and uh at that time what they 
were working on was just the West German market. 
Kowalchuk: For meat? 
Irwin: And they were, of course, for meat, yes. So they would they would uh 
before this net deal, they used to actually jump out of the helicopter and bulldoze 
the animals or shoot them from the helicopter and then take the carcasses out to the 
nearest highway and road and then they the uh freezer ships would be anchored just 
offshore, you see, at the various ports where they're working out of, and they would 
truck the stuff down to the to the ships and they were processed and frozen there. 
But this is they're taking out the carcasses here and they have the gun on but that is 
quite a deal. That is uh and then another thing, too, where this helicopter you know 
at altitude particularly the higher you go the less load you can get take off with or 
the higher elevation you're at. 
Kowalchuk: The earth's center. 
Irwin: So is in the mountains as they call them. They're actually, 
some of them are, but the average mountain would be probably 5,000 feet. And the 
rest of the . . . quite down to sea level, all over New Zealand. And 
this spine of mountains runs down the middle of the two of the island. But when 
you get up to the mountain tops or up near the tops of the mountains, your 5,000 
feet makes a hell of a difference of the amount you would take off with. So what 
they do is pick a location like a spot like you say for instance here on this ledge and 
they'll what they can handle at maybe 2,000 feet, you see, or what they have of 
mountain to get down there and put that on the sling, you see, and then drag it off 
the cliff and go down the centre of the . . . (can't understand 
everything) 
Kowalchuk: Yeah, well this is interesting, but we're getting a little off the topic. I 
started asking you a question that I didn't get on to it, because I thought this was 
maybe something to do with your flying or something. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, you have been in New Zealand. 
Kowalchuk: Oh yes, twice he said. Anyway, I asked you what you enjoy most 
about life today, and we got off the topic. 
Irwin: Well , rambling around actually. 
Kowalchuk: You do. You're a rambler at heart, yeah, yeah yeah. Is there anything 
here that we want to see or talk about in any of these albums. 
Irwin: (Can't understand everything here, not speaking clearly) Well , I'd say well 
that's some of the pictures again. 
Kowalchuk: Right, so they would be similar pictures. 
Irwin's wife: I was looking for the one of you in with the fish and I can't find it yet. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, that would be a good one. 
Irwin's wife: The fish you were hanging on to. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, we saw it. We saw the large fish, the large fish, oh yes. We have 
it. 
I rwin: I had a picture of myself with two of these bigger fish than that when . . . 
(can't understand rest), but I don't know where uh that's Athabasca. 
Kowalchuk: Is that right? There's Athabasca. What year would this be? This is 
quite sparse, isn't it? There are not very many buildings. That would be sometime 
in the years that you were there. 
Irwin: That was in 1933. 
Kowalchuk: This i s '33 . 
Irwin: Mmhm, that's taken out of the old See the flying marks 
here. 
Kowalchuk: Well , that would a good one to really closely examine. You could tell 
which buildings were there at that dme. 
Irwin: That's the uh the barren one we got. 
Kowalchuk: I'm just looking, there's no side, this is just ro, weren't there any 
sidewalks or anything at that dme of course. There was it was just plain uh 
probably the boardwalks, eh? 
Irwin: That's the highway. 
Kowalchuk: That's the highway, yeah, yeah. Were you around Athabasca just 
when the War was on and and they talk about convoys of trucks of 
trucks coming through. 
Irwin: Oh yes. This was the last highway . . . freight went down the the that came 
out of Edmonton going down the Alaska highway came up this road. 
Kowalchuk: Through here, through this old highway number two. 
I r w i n : . . . and then went there, but everything went all the all the equipment... 
they all went down this road. 
Kowalchuk: And that store over there. (Having a hard dme understanding 
everybody here, all talking at once) 
Irwin's wife: 1937 was when my mother and dad opened up the cafe here in this 
district in 1937 and in 19421 still had the cafe in Tawadnaw. You had a convoy of 
21 trucks and there had to be either two or three in the truck and you had to serve 
them and it wasn't propane and gas like there is now or power. 
Kowalchuk: So that was quite a chore to do, oh, and how long did they come 
through like that? Was it, they were going up to Alaska, just during the whole time 
until'45. Is that right. M m , okay. (Al l others talking in background, can't 
understand everything) 
Irwin: And uh that's my son when he was in the Air Force. That's uh we were 
down in Dallas one dme. Jack was with me down there and they had the and they 
had this old Curtis pusher. That's about a 1910 airplane. This fellow was giving a 
demonstration around the country with it, and they they did have it dismanded, you 
know, and flew it in and then they assembled it in front of the place where we were 
storing it. And that's it here. Jack standing in the with a mustang. 
Kowalchuk: Well , I ' ll tell you, you must sure nodce the difference from your litde 
old planes that you flew in the 1930s to that comfort of 747s at , eh? 
Irwin: Yes, mam. That's the other guy there. 
Kowalchuk: Oh yes, I see. 
Irwin: I sdll have that and the little pair of snowshoes that old Emil 
Cardinal made them when he . . . 
Kowalchuk: What kind of what kind of supplies or equipment would you take 
personally for yourself? Would you have snowshoes and certain things that you 
had to pack with you? 
Irwin: I used to have a I had a pair of snowshoes that old made me. 
They were home and some sucker stole them on me. Carried snowshoes and then 
emergency radons. 
Kowalchuk: What would it have included: uh axes, I suppose, fire uh matches. 
Kowalchuk: Radons, that would be food. 
Irwin: Matches, and dried food, mainly. Beans and raisins, stuff like that. 
Kowalchuk: Oh I see, in case o f . . . 
Irwin: And tea, of course. 
Kowalchuk: So you never ever ever you were never forced down, never had an 
accident. 
Irwin: Oh yes. 
Kowalchuk: Were you forced down? 
Irwin: Forced down . . . forced down, you mean stuck out like we had search on. 
Not a search really, but we did Mac and I one time got down oh we were about half 
way between uh Limberred River and and Pearless Lake and we walked to Pearless 
Lake. 
Kowalchuk: Did you? 
Irwin: And they flew us back down . . . 
Kowalchuk: Winter or summer? 
Irwin: It was the winter. 
Kowalchuk: You'd have to made a what they would call an emergency landing. 
Irwin: Just sort of I guess. 
Kowalchuk: Is that right. 
Irwin: One . . . 
Kowalchuk: So, gee, and then to walk into . . . what was Pearless Lake like at that 
time? 
Irwin: There there's Schumakar behind the beaver damn, right there? 
Kowalchuk: Oh, yeah. 
Irwin: And that was one of mine, that was at Calling Lake, that was taken. That's 
my aunts and the one that (can't understand Joe here) Yellowknife in 1938. 
Kowalchuk: My goodness. 
Irwin: Revolution and uh . . . 
Kowalchuk: Taken by Sutherland's pharmacy. 
Irwin: Sutherland pharmacy, Sutherland drug 
Kowalchuk: In Athabasca? 
Irwin: No, no. It was in McMurray. 
Kowalchuk: Oh was it McMurray? Well , Sutherlands, didn't Sutherlands have 
a . . . 
Irwin: Sutherland, there used to be a Sutherland. 
Kowalchuk: In Athabasca, did they have the drug store or am I wrong. 
Kowalchuk: I think he was a druggist. 
Irwin: I don't remember now, what the hell d i d . . . 
Kowalchuk: You're talking about the fourties. 
Kowalchuk: That would be in the fourties. 
Irwin: Yeah, well this was uh all it it wouldn't have it wouldn't I think have been 
this uh Sutherland here because the old fellow he was the original druggist in 
McMurray years ago. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, I see. 
Irwin: And he died and turned the store in partnership I guess with H i l l , Motor Hi l l 
for quite a few years and worked with old man Sutherland for many 
many years and then when he died, H i l l took the store over and his his sons and 
grandson are running the store still. It's still there in McMurray. 
Kowalchuk: Have you been to McMurray lately? 
Irwin: I was in McMurray a year ago. The first time I've been back since. 
Kowalchuk: I was going to ask. I guess you would have seen a really a big change 
there, heh? 
Irwin: Oh, from the first time I saw McMurray, I couldn't believe it when I left 
there really in '66, but gosh, they have changed since. It's been, I think, more 
remarkable than the old one. That's , the guy who killed himself in 
my airplane, in the Robin. That's Walter again. That's me with a 
Kowalchuk: Now what in the world is this? 
Irwin: That's Mae Macintosh with the water supply at Calling Lake. 
Kowalchuk: Well is that just a big barrel? 
Irwin: It's a barrel, yeah. 
Kowalchuk: And a kind of like a stone boat type, sure. 
Irwin: Stone boat, yeah, yeah. That's an old . . . standard. 
Kowalchuk: So they just got their water right out of the lake. 
Irwin: Mmhm, mmhm. Here's uh . . . is Art in there? That's uh they were some 
relatives of Art's and Herb's and this was up on the south hill that summer. 
Kowalchuk: Now, you're talking about Art Schumakar now, mhm. 
Irwin: Yeah, and this group came through and they were touring the country like a 
band and they brought their instruments up and took pictures in front of the 
airplane. I don't know, I think cousins or same damn thing. That's the parachute 
jump. That's one of my airplanes at Calling Lake. Sid, Sid burned 
the sucker up for me. Can you tell me what that is now? 
Kowalchuk: You're going to have to come around here, Gene. 
Kowalchuk: Well , I haven't got my glasses. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, he hasn't got his glasses. 
Irwin: You would never guess. 
Kowalchuk: Looks like a boat lift. 
Irwin: Hm? 
Kowalchuk: Looks like a boat lift. 
Kowalchuk: But it's out in the country. 
Irwin: That's an irrigation system. 
Kowalchuk: Yeah, I was going to say an irrigation system, you know, because it's 
out in the country. 
Irwin: That Chinese market garden there at Drumheller, and those are one-gallon 
juice cans. 
Kowalchuk: Good gracious. 
Irwin: And the current or the here move them along and then when 
they go over the top they get a litde sticky here and dump the water down. 
Kowalchuk: Oh my goodness, isn't that interesting, eh? Is that you with the 
snowshoes? That's me and my snowshoes and the black cat there. 
Kowalchuk: Who did you say made your snowshoes? 
Irwin: Old uh Cardinal. 
Kowalchuk: At Calling Lake? 
Irwin: Calling Lake, yeah. 
Kowalchuk: Is that right? Did you pay him for it, o r . . . 
Irwin: He gave them to me and he gave the he made that toboggan and uh the 
carriole as they call it and there's a little pair of snowshoes . . . for young Jack at the 
same time. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, for goodness sakes. 
Irwin: And uh that those snowshoes and carriole I still have. 
Kowalchuk: So you must have had very warm clothing, I'm thinking of, too, when 
you flew north in the northern territory just in case you ever . . . 
Kowalchuk: No rambling, I bet, but who provided mail service up to Calling Lake 
in the thirties? Was that Jakie uh dog team? 
Irwin: Jakie Gislason. For years and years and years. 
Kowalchuk: Well , when did he start? 
Irwin: God, Jake used to have some of the . . . outfits that you ever saw in your life, 
uh two-wheeled carts, he had four-wheeled buggies, he had sleigh, he had 
everything you could imagine, pack horses. 
Kowalchuk: Didn't he have the snowmobile invented long before long before the 
Kowalchuk: Before Bombadeer? 
Irwin: No, no. We're just talking about that the other day, the Bombar jeep. There 
was an outfit in northern Saskatchewan used to build commercial snowmobiles 
before Bombader ever had. 
Kowalchuk: Did they? 
Irwin: And they the torch, you know. 
Kowalchuk: Yes, yes I nodced part of the Olympics. 
Irwin: And uh " ' (can't understand what Joe says 
here), in 19 uh mind you this was a different outfit. This was uh an air an air 
machine. You know it would blow with a propeller and skis. In 1931, a fellow 
name of Scott and Curds Hoover, Hoover machine, you know, in Edmund, when he 
when Curds first came up to Edmund from Calgary, they were building 
snowmobiles in a litde shack right back of the of the uh Strathcona hotel. 
Kowalchuk: Really. 
Irwin: And the Wabasca mission, as a matter of fact, had one of them and one of 
the brothers cut two of his fingers off you know swinging the prop. 
Kowalchuk: Uh huh. 
Irwin: And cut a couple of his fingers off. The mission at Fort Chipewyan had one. 
Kowalchuk: What do they look like? They were pretty simple in those days? 
Irwin: Uh, well, it was uh . . . 
Kowalchuk: You don't have a picture, I guess, eh? 
Irwin: No, uh, I'd . . . 
Kowalchuk: M y goodness, so you mean well when did Bombader ever develop 
that uh . . . 
Kowalchuk: Uh what do they call these machines now that you see they have great 
big props and actually use them out on the ice, I guess. They're kind of a recreation 
machine, and they've had them for years and years. Uh they're something like a 
hovercraft, have you ever been on a hovercraft? 
Irwin: Yeah, yeah, one time. 
Kowalchuk: But these things, I guess, they have these two engines or one engine, 
and they have these great big props and that's kind of a cross between a 
snowmobile and an airplane, I guess. You can get out on the lake, I guess. 
Kowalchuk: You haven't seen those, eh? 
Kowalchuk: You haven't seen them? A l l it is is a sleigh and you can have two or 
three people sit there and get these prop things going. 
Irwin: I got that in 1952. 
Kowalchuk: Oh yes. 
Irwin: That's my my Anson at Cape Cruisingstern, 75 miles north of Coppermine. 
Mr gave me that job, and then stole the goddamn salvage on me, 
the bugger. That was one time up at Sandy Lake up here. I went through the ice. 
Kowalchuk: Oh dear. 
Irwin: I was on the wheels going through the ice on one wheel, shoot a prop off to 
the , and we borrowed an air bag from the Ai r Force and flew it in 
there and uh you just slip it under and a little air come. In fact, I still have the air 
compressor... 
Kowalchuk: And and fill it with air? 
Irwin: Down in the shop there, pump it up with air and . . . 
Kowalchuk: Lifts the plane up? Well , goodness sakes. 
Irwin: Meanwhile we changed the tire a n d . . . 
Kowalchuk: Well this one, was this in the early spring or something or late in the 
fall? 
Irwin: It was in early December. 
Kowalchuk: December, and the ice wasn't yet strong enough, eh? 
Irwin: Well , the thing was, no, there was a damn airhole there. And you know, . . . 
first year out here there used to be a few of these Indians come down to uh work on 
the farms and that around here, you know, and uh uh Jud Under not Jud uh G i l l 
Underwood had a trading place at Sandy Lake and we used to go out, G i l l and I 
used to have quite going there, too, and slightly illegal. However, 
we were loading from his place, loading fish, and uh this Indian had worked for 
him, you see. And there's a lot of, you know, there's swamp gases come up through 
the through the ice . . . 
Kowalchuk: Oh yes. 
Irwin: And i t ' l l i t ' l l keep well you somedmes even ride an open hole and other 
times it wil l freeze over very lightly, you see, on that hole, and uh so uh this guy 
was there. He was helping us load, you know, and I was, skis slow you down quite 
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a bit because you have to gear down, you see, on the airplanes I'm running on well 
there was about three or four inches of snow, and I had been around that damn 
airhole this way and this way and around like this and so on, every all over the 
place, oh made about oh forty, fifty trips out of there, but I never happened to get 
right on top of it, you see. So this day I was turning around, and I was turning 
toward the damn hole, you know, and I got right over the hole with that. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, down it went, eh? 
Irwin: And the damn hole wasn't any just big enough to drop the dang wheel in. 
Kowalchuk: One wheel, eh? How long would you have to wait for this air bag to 
ge t . . . 
Irwin: Well uh luckily I caught I lured a got a guy with a dogteam take me over to 
Wabasca and to go on the radio and in the morning we didn't even have to radio out 
because the next morning one of Associated Airways airplane's was in and so I 
caught a ride back out with him to Edmund and the following day, uh Morey 
and Phil and I got another airplane and flew this stuff out. We were 
actually on in there two or three days. 
Kowalchuk: So uh . . . you had a radio in your in these small planes? 
Irwin: Yeah, yeah. 
Kowalchuk: No, yeah you did? 
Irwin: In this one, that's the only one. 
Kowalchuk: You know it must have been uh it was rugged life and it was 
dangerous but it must have been kind of interesting and exciting at the same time. 
Irwin: Oh yeah. 
Kowalchuk: Wasn't it? Isn't that what how would you describe it? 
Irwin: I really enjoyed it, really enjoyed it. 
Kowalchuk: You did eh. 
Irwin: It was a it was . . . 
Kowalchuk: Quite an adventure. 
Kowalchuk: Adventure, eh? 
Irwin: Yeah. 
Irwin's wife: He wil l tell you today that he did nothing but wait for winter to come 
so he could put those skis on and go flying. 
Kowalchuk: Is that right? 
Irwin's wife: But now he doesn't even care to go outside. 
Irwin: I used to, in my younger days, I used to enjoy the winter. I didn't used to 
like floats. I'd put up with them, but I liked skis a lot better, and then I couldn't 
wait for winter to come . . . ever seen snow. 
Kowalchuk: You never ever had any real fear of flying, you know, up to the north. 
Irwin: Not really, not really. 
Kowalchuk: Is that right. 
Irwin: That's one of the Big Balanka. These are their biggest single engine 
airplanes that were ever licensed, no I shouldn't say that, one other, I have a picture 
of it somewhere, the box car, but that's a Big Balanka. They were the biggest a big 
single engine. Incidentally, we're talking about Max and connection with aviation, 
that's old Mac in 19 
Kowalchuk: Max Ward, here? 
Irwin: Mac, Mac no Macintosh. 
Kowalchuk: Oh Macintosh. Oh, I see. Where is this, this looks like a train station. 
Irwin: That's taken at in Banff. 
Kowalchuk: Yes. 
Irwin: They, this movie outfit had the had the there rented for the 
winter and they filmed parts of two movies there. 
Kowalchuk: Well . 
Irwin: And Jim supplied the ground transportation to the outfit with the dog teams, 
and this guy here is Casey Jones who is the chief test pilot at uh at Curtis Aircraft at 
that time and he was flying the airplane, and he later had a school, Casey Jones 
school of aeronautics which was a very famous flying school in New York City. 
This airplane, it's this particular airplane, A C H , uh that book that uh Canadian 
Aviation or Canadian Airways book and the uh . . . and documents. This particular 
airplane where they had cameras . . . 
Kowalchuk: My goodness. 
Irwin: And it that airplane is the first airplane in Canada to take commercial aerial 
photography on wheels. They had done it with flying boats before but this is the 
first airplane on wheels, they're on skis at the moment here, but uh on the wheels 
they were the first. 
Kowalchuk: You don't remember the name of the movie by any chance? 
Irwin: "On Seeing Eyes" was one of them and uh 
Kowalchuk: Was that an outfit from Hollywood, New York, where? 
Irwin: Yeah, Hollywood. 
Kowalchuk: Hollywood, is that right. 
Irwin: And uh the director the director on the and all the rest of pictures are done at 
the place I guess, the director on this it was, Carver was his name and he left, I 
believe this was Fox. 
Kowalchuk: Fox studios. 
Irwin: And was the star. . . 
Kowalchuk: No. 
Irwin: and was the girl in this deal. 
Kowalchuk: Oh my goodness sakes. 
Irwin: And incidentally she was this drug chase thing, you know, it was something 
new. But she she died from an overdose of drugs of some kind. 
Kowalchuk: No, my goodness sakes. 
Irwin: And this is 1921. 
Kowalchuk: 1921 
Irwin: That uh the director was Carter who separated from Paramount of whoever 
it was and he is the guy who started British Gumont Film company. 
Kowalchuk: Oh for goodness sakes. 
Irwin: He was director o f . . . that was the Spit that we took down to Cleveland to 
the air races in 1949. 
Kowalchuk: What do you mean air races? 
Irwin: They're the Cleveland air races. That used to be the air 
races. 
Kowalchuk: You took part in air races? 
Irwin: That was uh I was a partner in this airplane. I sometimes wish I hadn't been. 
Kowalchuk: Why? 
Irwin: Financial wise it was a disaster. 
Kowalchuk: That's a war plane, that spits fire. 
Irwin: Yeah, yeah, that's the only Mark-14 Spit that ever came out across this side 
of the Atlantic. 
Kowalchuk: Was this an annual event? 
Irwin: Mmhm, until that year they terminated it. 
Kowalchuk: What year was that? 
Irwin: Because all they were proving, 1949. 
Kowalchuk: 1949, uh huh. 
Irwin: A l l they were proving was how much you could cut off an airplane and still 
fly and make it go faster. 
Kowalchuk: So it was really a kind of a contest, a flying contest. 
Irwin: Oh yes, oh yes, it was that was the big thing in their times. 
But uh that's the old in 1925. Niagara Falls Used to call these 
things cornflakes characters because if you had anything but cornflakes on board 
you couldn't get off of the damn thing. That's . . . that's the biggest single-engine 
airplane that was ever in this country. That's a German jumper. 
Kowalchuk: What year did the jets uh . . . 
Irwin: Jets came into use oh about uh it would have been in the late fifties or early 
sixties. 
Kowalchuk: You obviously flew the jets you obviously flew the jet engines, did 
you? 
Irwin: I flew, not not uh as such I flew in a demonstration once. When I was with 
Sun, we had leer jet 
Kowalchuk: Did you? 
Irwin: And and a bunch of these were demonstrating . . . 
Kowalchuk: You didn't take any training in them flying jets eh? 
Irwin: No, not as such. That's the first uh the first crack up for CP Airlines. 
Kowalchuk: Now, we're looking at another album here, eh? 
Irwin: Yeah. 
Kowalchuk: Where's this? 
Irwin: That's uh just off Harrison Lakes. They hit the top of this mountain by 
about 4 feet and it's still down the side of the damn thing. 
Kowalchuk: Oh yes, it says December 20,1942, eh? 
Irwin: They didn't find it for years and so they just put a care in there and that's 
R N , the big junkers. I flew that sucker. 
Kowalchuk: Did you? Canadian Pacific Airlines, yeah. 
Irwin: That's that's uh the old prairie airmail. That was one of the uh one of the uh 
fastest airplanes was day in that time. Old Paul put the damn thing 
through the hangar in Calgary one time. 
Kowalchuk: You never were involved in flying mail, eh? 
Irwin: Oh yes. 
Kowalchuk: You were. 
Irwin: In C P A , sure. 
Kowalchuk: What uh you say the fastest plane, what would it be about 120 or so. 
Irwin: Well , no, no, no, this I'm talking now about 1929, boy, and this thing there, 
this fritzer, fritzer as we called it, would knock off about 240. 
Kowalchuk: Well , there you are. 
Kowalchuk: In 1929? 
Irwin: Damn right! Fixed it here, too, and our as they called it was 
very much similar airplane, and this was a metal airplane and the 
was plywood, but uh they were both about comparative airplanes. 
Kowalchuk: Well , now listen, let's get this straight. First you got involved with 
flying fish mainly, the cargo. Then you had uh . . . 
Irwin: Barnstorming, first. 
Kowalchuk: Barnstorming, oh first barnstorming, that was it. Then the hauling of 
the fish in Calling Lake, the fish haul, okay. 
Irwin: Then I went to crop spraying. 
Kowalchuk: Where did commercial flying come in? 
Kowalchuk: Well , you didn't really do that much commercial flying. 
Kowalchuk: Commercial, you went commercial, didn't you for CP? 
Irwin: Wel l , you would call it commercial, yeah. 
Kowalchuk: Passenger service, I mean. 
Irwin: Oh, well, yeah, passenger service. From the beginning actually all the dme. 
But uh . . . 
Kowalchuk: No, but you said right after uh fish hauling you said crop spraying. 
Kowalchuk: Now, what years was that? That would have been uh 40 . . . 
Irwin: Uh 1948. 
Kowalchuk: Oh yeah. 
Irwin: to Chinook flying service when I went to work for Sun Oi l . 
Kowalchuk: And when did . . . 
Irwin: In 1950. 
Kowalchuk: Okay, where did you haul the mail? Where was that? 
Kowalchuk: Then to crop and then to flying school. 
Irwin: Well , all the time with CP Airlines and Canadian Airways. Well , down the 
Mackenzie River and incidentally, this uh talking about hauling mail at the big 
plant uh along here, the mail was pretty casual in them days, too. You had your bag 
mail, you know, and then you had weigh bags in the airplane and they used to hitch 
it to the airplane and along the wall they had these pouches along there and people 
used to come in and sort their own mail. 
Kowalchuk: Oh my goodness. 
Irwin: Like from Norman Wells to Norman . . . 
Kowalchuk: Oh, but where did you get the mail when you were doing that? 
Edmonton? 
Irwin: It originated in Edmonton, yes. 
Kowalchuk: And that's where you'd fly it up? 
Irwin: Oh yes, yes. 
Kowalchuk: And then to the Northern Post? 
Irwin's wife: Well , where did you pick the gold bricks that somebody else told and 
after? 
Irwin: Oh, hell, tons of those out of out of gold fields in Yellowknife. 
Kowalchuk: Really. 
Irwin: Oh yes. 
Kowalchuk: There were a lot of prospectors. Did you fly prospectors up there? 
Irwin: Oh yeah, yeah. 
Kowalchuk: Did you? That would have been earlier though. That would have 
been in the thirties. 
Irwin: No, no, no, no. 
Kowalchuk: In the fourties, even. 
Irwin: In the fourties. 
Kowalchuk: Is that right? 
Kowalchuk: And they trusted gold bricks . . . 
Irwin: Just like , it's mail. That was what really . . . McMurray at 
the , you know and there was dmes when they built first built the the 
McMurray was the first airport there was built, then they built Smith. 
Kowalchuk: Now when you say Smith, you mean Fort Smith, of course. 
Irwin: Yes, Fort Smith. And uh so they I was on the Big Balanka at that time flying 
between Yellowknife and McMurray, you see, and Yellowknife and Smith until 
they they uh the airport was ready. And uh then they ran a Boeing, an old Boeing 
247, between there and Edmonton, and uh (coughing in background), I don't think 
there's a good picture of the Boeing anyway, and uh of course all this gold then or 
all mail or passengers everything else from the of the dock, we were 
on floats you see, and uh you landed on the connecting the 
Clearwater and the Athabasca, you know in McMurray, and then it was ten miles 
east of there to the airport. So then this stuff all had to be moved out there. Well 
the gold and hell particularly in 1940 when they closed the Baux mines and gold 
fields, they moved all those miners and the equipment up to Lake 
for the mercury mines and uh they were cleaning out, cleaned up everything, you 
see, they they they uh the factory room and the whole deal moved all the gold and 
that out, and there was oh about I guess about 15 bricks of gold. 
Kowalchuk: Actual bricks? 
Irwin: Oh yeah, oh sure. 
Kowalchuk: Well where . . . 
Irwin: And each one, gold, they put them in little wooden boxes and they're about 
like so by about like so and like so, like a cheese box. 
Kowalchuk: But where do they melt them down into bricks? 
Irwin: Well , they do them at the mine, at the mine. 
Kowalchuk: Right at the mine. 
Irwin: Oh yeah, sure. 
Kowalchuk: Where was the big mine up there up north? 
Irwin: Well , there were the three mines at one time at Yellowknife going, you see. 
Kowalchuk: Oh three right in Yellowknife or around in . . . 
Irwin: and the giant were all r igh t . . . 
Kowalchuk: Oh, I see. 
Irwin: And in Gold Fields, it was the baux mine there that was the only gold mine 
there at that time when they closed that done, you see, and then all the rest of the 
stuff at this particular time there was gold coming in from Yellowknife as well 
quite a bit because the three mines were going you see. 
Kowalchuk: Now we're talking what years? 
Irwin: This would have been about 1941. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, I see, allright. 
Irwin: And all this mail these gold bricks like I say are in these wooden boxes at 
first and then a heavy canvas bag to fit one brick to a bag, you see, and all these gold 
and the other mail, what was all mail, all freight as far as we were concerned we'd 
just pile up on that corner of the dock, and this kid, the Army 
invasion had started, you see, the Kennel project was starting and uh of course they 
got armed guards on every damn thing, you know, all over the place, and they this 
is patting back and forth at the top of the hill of the stairs going 
down to the , you see. So he came down and a bunch of us were 
sitting talking on the dock and yapping about this . . . and he said ' 'What uh w-w-
what are all them itty bitty bags here, the bitty bitty bags here in the mail bags 
for?" I said "They're gold bricks." "Go ld bricks, gold bricks, what the hell do you 
mean, gold bricks!" And he wouldn't believe us. " H e l l , " he says, "you know 
where g o l d . . . like that where I come from." He was just a freak. And that's 
jus t . . . (all laugh, can't hear everything) But you know, gold . . . 
Kowalchuk: You're talking about bricks about the size of what, a pound of 
margarine, a pound of butter or bigger? 
Kowalchuk: No, they'd would be flatter, wouldn't it? 
Irwin: No, they were about about this square and about that long. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, were they quite large then. 
Irwin: Gold brick and it's a standard mode and they weigh about or 52,53 pounds. 
Kowalchuk: How many pounds? 
Irwin: 53 pounds. 
Kowalchuk: Each brick? 
Irwin's wife: Each brick. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, my goodness. 
Irwin: And gold, you know, up undl the time that uh at one time the only person 
who could legally buy gold in the country was the mint. And they can identify gold 
just like they take your fingerprints. 
Kowalchuk: Can they? 
Irwin: Any sample that uh the mint is familiar with, they can tell you exacdy where 
that gold came from. 
Kowalchuk: Where it came from, my goodness. 
Irwin: And so gold gold was as good to you like nothing because you couldn't sell 
it, what the hell could you do with it? 
Irwin's wife: Which pilot was it? Joe, which pilot was it that you delivered the 
gold to and the the ones that were supposed to accept it and sign it up and take it to 
Winnipeg for Toronto or whatever. 
Irwin: . . . (can't hear what Joe is saying at beginning here because his wife is 
talking at the same time he is) Now that's how stupid the goddamn department can 
get, eh? This is Canada Post. . . . between Gold Fields in St. Albert or Prince 
Albert, there's a mile across was our weigh station, you see, and uh if the weather 
was sour, there was about four instrument days in there, the weather was sour that 
you couldn't get through, well you dropped your load at out on went 
back to Gold Field or went someplace else where there was work to do, you see, 
and vice versa. So, you had great.. . and uh you'd have so many bags of coal, and 
so many bags of first class, and so many bags of and so on, so when 
you turned that mail over to somebody else, you see, you were supposed to get him 
to sign that off and uh and uh and he remanifested or the agent usually had to stop 
and do this. But Cec came in to to our this time . . . 
Irwin's wife: Cec McNei l . 
Irwin: And uh the fellow that was flying Doc Wright in the airplane killed him. 
Kowalchuk: Oh yes. 
Irwin: And uh the weather was stinking into Prince Albert and he had a bunch of 
stuff to do in Gold Field or that he could be doing, so he dumped the mail there and 
went back. But it was late at night, you see,. . . anyway and so there everything 
was locked up and everybody was in bed, you see, so he just took the mail and he 
put it by the door of the warehouse. 
Kowalchuk: Oh my goodness. 
Irwin: On the dock, including eight bricks of gold, you see, and left the 
with them. But nobody had signed them off. So we had a goofy 
little Frenchman who would run the station there and he made another set of 
, you see, and there was already a set of on it that 
hadn't been signed off that were with the shipment. So I came through from some 
damn place or other and I pick up these eight gold bricks. In the mean time, 
had made up another set of , you see, for the same 
eight gold bricks . . . 
Kowalchuk: Oh dear. 
Irwin: And the other mail. So I go to Prince Albert and the Post Office gang come 
down and picked up this stuff from me . . . you see. About two weeks later, here 
comes uh couple of inspectors from the postal department. They're looking for 
eight bricks of gold. 
Kowalchuk: Eight bricks of gold, I was going to say, another eight bricks, eh? 
Irwin: So well, hell, , he said well it's uh you already got them. Oh 
no . . . eight bricks of gold. . . . well, he said, how do you suppose it came out of 
Gold Fields, too, and where do you suppose it 'd get to, it 'd get to the isle across on 
the warehouse there and we left here. Left here, what do you mean left here, 
supposed to get it signed off. He said there's nobody there to sign it off. So that 
that's just the way it was carried all the dme. No, that's not good enough. And do 
you know that they spent the whole dang summer out there looking for those eight 
gold bricks. 
Kowalchuk: Trying to investigate? 
Irwin: And they went in to Gold Fields, they went into back and forth a half a 
dozen dmes sdll checking with the Post Office, the mines and everybody else on 
the gold. 
Kowalchuk: So this gold, would it, it wouldn't belong to any particular individual? 
It would belong to a company, I suppose? 
Irwin: Consolidated Mining. 
Kowalchuk: Consolidated Mining. 
Irwin: Consolidated Mining, or whoever it came from and that was 
consigned to the mint, you see. 
Kowalchuk: Oh yes, so to the mint. Oh yeah, you don't know any any prospectors 
that struck it rich up there, did you, do you? 
Irwin: Oh yeah, I know. There's Spud Arsonault. 
Kowalchuk: Arsonault? 
Irwin: Uh Spud yes, I don't know where the heck Spud is now. I suppose he's . . . 
Kowalchuk: We used to have an Arsonault. . . 
Irwin: . . . probably be dead, but uh he had uh Spud had spent his life in the bush 
and uh he staked a discovery uh uh on a giant mine in Yellowknife and he came out 
of it with about a half a million bucks. 
Kowalchuk: Did he? 
Irwin: And uh a ten percent override, you see, a Royalty on the mines, and poor 
litde Spud, he didn't know what to do with it. He got it he was a fun little guy, too, 
but he had been living on squirrels and peanut butter. 
Kowalchuk: Where did he come from originally? 
Irwin: He came down east somewhere, the Red Lake area into Yellowknife and uh 
God he he was lost. He didn't know what the heck to do. He had a little house, 
little two-bedroom house out in place and he used to come out. You 
know and everybody he knew was in Yellowknife or in the bush, you know, and 
he'd lived in the bush all of his life. And he used to come out to the terminal 
building at the airport in Edmonton to wait for, you know, people coming in that he 
knew, you know, from up there to visit with him for awhile. I came in up a trip, this 
damn little Spud was out and he had a niece who was a stewardess on T C A that he 
used to see occasionally out there, too. So I came in. Oh gees, Joe, come and have 
dinner with me, you know. God I just ate on the airplane. Wel l , come have coffee 
anyway. So we go and have coffee. This is in the spring of the year, you see. And 
Spud was driving about a oh 37 or 38 chev at that dme . . . but he's driving this 
bloody old chev. So he'd uh well how you doing anyways? God, Joe, he says, I tell 
you you drive me crazy. What's the matter? Well , he says, I can't wait for for park 
stool. And he says, I go in summer dme I spend in Jasper Park or Banff down there. 
I like that, he says, in them mountains there. I can't wait for them to open up. 
Well , I said, what the hell is the matter with Edmonton? It's kind of cold in the 
park, yet. Yes, but he says, every day, every day, every day, he says, guys come to 
me, you know, Mr . Arsonault, you give me $50,000,1 make a million dollar for 
you. I got, I got a million dollar. (Al l laugh) And women, he says. Everyday, 
every day, I get letters from women. 
Kowalchuk: Was he single? 
Irwin: They want to marry me, nobody want to marry me before. 
Kowalchuk: So, when did he strike it rich? About what year did he strike it rich? 
Irwin: About '371 guess, '37, '38. 
Kowalchuk: Is that right. 
Irwin: He said when the park open, I get away from all this. But he says, you 
know, up in the oh Jesus up by Lake, he said, that's the most 
beautiful country you ever see in there. You been there. I said, yeah. You know, 
he says, I go in there I take my camp stuff with me, he says, and I camp there. 
Kowalchuk: Peace and quiet. 
I rwin: That's where he stayed. 
Kowalchuk: Okay. 
Irwin: And he says I take a pic and a shovel and dig around, you know it's gravel 
road out there, you know, and he said there's pothole in the road, gonna shit in 
those pothole in the road, somebody will do that, you know. (Al l laugh) 
Kowalchuk: And he was this millionaire? 
Irwin: Millionaire. 
Kowalchuk: Oh my gosh. You know, it's going to be your suppertime pretty soon. 
I just want to ask you. You started talking about uh . . . 
Irwin's wife: There's leftovers, too, so don't worry about. . . 
Kowalchuk: No, no, we're not going to bother you. We're going to go home. Uh 
you talked about moving equipment and stuff from the gold mines there up from 
Yellowknife. Where did you go when you moved this stuff? 
Irwin: Well we moved it out moved it out to to McMurray and then it was shipped 
and that actual stuff from Gold Fields, that all went over to Lake 
north of Vanderhoof in Fort St. Jean's. 
Kowalchuk: In B .C . , oh yes. 
Irwin: In B .C . there's a mercury plant there. 
Kowalchuk: Oh yes, right, right, right. Oh. Uh and one other thing I was going to 
ask you. What would it cost for mail at that time because air freight is always or 
mail is always expensive. You know somebody . . . 
I r w i n : . . . regular postal rights? 
Kowalchuk: Was it? 
Kowalchuk: Four cents, four cents for a letter? 
Irwin: Yeah. 
Kowalchuk: Was it? And say a brick of gold. 
Irwin: Oh, well, of course, now that would be parcel post, I suppose, whatever the 
parcel post rates were. 
Kowalchuk: I see. Oh, this has been very interesdng. 
Irwin: Or, it might have been uh, no it would be, but then you see the companies 
like the various companies, Mackenzie Air Services or Canadian Air or whoever, if 
you had a a uh a mail contract, you contracted to move so many pounds of mail per 
trip. 
Kowalchuk: I see, yes. 
Irwin: (Can't understand first part here) Oriental stewardesses. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, must be on a commercial pilot here, yeah. 
Irwin: No, that's Cec McNei l , the guy that was flying uh Doc Wright. 
Kowalchuk: Doc Wright, is that right? Well did he, was his . . . 
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